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ABSTRACT 
 
 In the 1960s and 1970s, American artists Claire Zeisler, Ed Rossbach, and Sheila 
Hicks helped forge an international art movement that expanded the boundaries of fiber 
usage and, by extension, the boundaries of art itself. Often with only a loom, hook, or 
their own hands as tools, they crafted soft sculptures from thread, string, and rope. In 
contrast to recent formalist and feminist attempts to recover the overlooked genre of 
Fiber Art, this dissertation explores the ways in which artists employed fiber to register 
the ethnic and economic tensions of their era. Zeisler, Rossbach, and Hicks borrowed 
anthropological strategies to research the materials and processes associated with non-
Western, Native American, and South American textile histories. Incorporating these 
principles into their own work, the artists in this project promote such art forms while 
simultaneously appropriating them as a ground for articulating their own responses to 
issues of industrialization and globalization.  
 Chapter One contextualizes the dissertation’s three case studies by describing the 
Fiber Art movement, its contemporary reception, and its relationship to anthropology. 
  ix 
Chapter Two highlights Chicagoan Claire Zeisler, who used her personal collection of 
African, Oceanic, and Native American art as source material for her thread-based 
sculptures. She therefore promoted diverse cultural traditions while also taking advantage 
of these art forms to establish her own artistic identity. Ed Rossbach, the subject of 
Chapter Three, studied international textile traditions as a teacher and theorist at the 
University of California, Berkeley. He repurposed ancient and foreign techniques using 
ephemeral, mass-produced materials, thereby challenging the romanticized distinction 
between the industrial present and preindustrial past. Finally, Chapter Four considers how 
Sheila Hicks engaged directly with fiber workshops in Mexico, Chile, India, Morocco, 
and France through travel and collaboration. By assimilating motifs and materials from 
these experiences into installations that were shown in corporate settings, her art alluded 
to the complex relationships between workers around the world. In their respective roles 
as collector, scholar, and traveler, these artists drew from anthropological discourses to 
provide critical perspective on United States society at a time when global 
communication and transportation technologies brought cultures into collision.  
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INTRODUCTION 
________________ 
 
 
 The December 1977 cover of Artforum was emblazoned with a hard-edged 
abstract composition of vertical stripes in shades of rust and marigold (Figure 1.1). The 
alternating bands, filled with interlocking triangles, were rendered in similar warm hues, 
complemented by a trio of slate blue forms at the center of the page. These same 
adjectives could easily be used to describe geometric paintings by Frank Stella, Barnett 
Newman, Ellsworth Kelly, or Brice Marden, all of whose work had graced the journal’s 
cover earlier in the decade. But in fact, the 1977 cover art was neither contemporary nor a 
painting; closer examination of the photo reveals the tactile ridges of a stained, faded, 
woven textile. This pre-Columbian Peruvian fabric, with a cotton warp and alpaca weft, 
advertised Barbara Braun’s article “Technique and Meaning: The Example of Andean 
Textiles.” The essay reviewed the exhibition Warp-Patterned Weaves of the Andes, 
organized for the Textile Museum in Washington, DC by its Curator of New World 
Textiles, Anne P. Rowe. Braun concludes, “the exhibition itself raised a number of 
questions about the cultural conditions in which the textiles were made, both in the pre-
Hispanic past and in the ethnographic present, as well as about the relationship of the 
textiles to recent painting.”1 By highlighting this event on its cover, Artforum 
foregrounded an ancient, non-Western craft, suggesting the potential relevance of such 
textile practices to contemporary American art and life. 
                                                
1 Barbara Braun, “Technique and Meaning: The Example of Andean Textiles,” Artforum 
(December 1977): 38. 
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 Indeed, non-Western, Native American, and South American textiles—both 
historical and contemporary—were crucial to the practices of many American artists and 
curators during the 1970s. Claire Zeisler, Ed Rossbach, and Sheila Hicks are three 
representatives of this artistic current. Based in different Western cities—Chicago, 
Berkeley, and Paris, respectively—these artists embraced anthropological strategies to 
launch systematic inquiries into materials and processes originating beyond the political 
borders of the United States and Europe.2 By borrowing methodologies from the 
discipline of anthropology—such as collecting artifacts, performing library research, and 
collaborating with craftspeople from other countries—fiber artists in the United States 
creatively researched and adapted the materials and processes associated with non-
Western, Native American, and South American textile histories. In so doing, they sought 
critical perspective on US society at a time when global communication and 
transportation technologies brought international cultures into collision. 
 “Anthropologies of Fiber: Claire Zeisler, Ed Rossbach, Sheila Hicks,” considers 
this phenomenon through three case studies. The first chapter, “The [Fiber] Artist as 
Anthropologist”: Situating 1970s Fiber Art,” contextualizes the triad of examples that 
follow within three overlapping critical contexts. First, it provides a historical account of 
the fiber art movement and places Zeisler, Rossbach, and Hicks within that development. 
Second, it reflects on the reception of this movement by offering a historiography of it. 
                                                
2 Though Hicks’s primary studio has been the atelier des Grands Augustins in Paris since 
1964, she self-identifies as an American artist and does not even consider herself an 
expatriate (“For the record: I have not become an expatriate” [sic]). Email 
correspondence, January 22, 2015. 
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Finally, it theorizes fiber art of the 1960s and 1970s by contrasting it against 
contemporaneous approaches in mainstream art and anthropology. 
 The second chapter, “Cultural Appreciation and Appropriation: Claire Zeisler’s 
Modernism,” initiates the series of case studies by examining one of the most 
important—yet understudied—American exponents of the international fiber art 
movement of the 1970s. Zeisler created colorful cones and columns of flowing fringe, 
which is traditionally used only at the edges of decorative textiles. The gesture of 
bringing the fringe to the center of her sculpture became a metaphor for repositioning of 
other “fringes”: formal, political, and social. Her motifs, materials, and techniques were 
inspired by her vast personal collection of woven artifacts from sub-Saharan Africa, pre-
Columbian Peru, Oceania, and other cultures. Zeisler set up an ambivalent relationship 
with her source cultures by replicating their processes and materials instead of merely 
imitating their superficial appearance. On one hand, utilizing premodern and non-
Western textile techniques that were often practiced by women proposes an alternate 
history of abstraction whose origins lie outside the dominion of Eurocentric, masculine 
modernism. On the other, the uncredited use of aesthetic traditions from other cultural 
groups reinforces the asymmetric power relationships between them and the artist. The 
very ambivalence of Zeisler’s approach makes it meaningful to consider in relation to 
ongoing discussions of primitivism and appropriation in the arts and popular culture.  
 Whereas Zeisler’s art was inspired largely by her personal collection, Ed 
Rossbach utilized a different anthropological approach: academic research. This is the 
point of departure for Chapter Three, “Throwaway Society: Ed Rossbach and the 
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Persistent Object.” During his twenty-nine-year tenure at the University of California, 
Berkeley, Rossbach gathered ideas from extensive research into the textile traditions of 
the past and from travels in Africa, Asia, Europe, and North and South America. Another 
source of inspiration was much closer to home at Berkeley’s Lowie Museum of 
Anthropology (now the Phoebe A. Hearst Museum of Anthropology), which housed an 
important collection of Native American baskets. Rossbach’s research resulted in a series 
of influential books and articles on various aspects of textile history. Moreover, he 
incorporated his findings into his creative works, which arguably display the broadest 
range of any 1970s fiber artist in terms of techniques (macramé, weaving, lacemaking, 
plaiting, knotted netting, looping, block printing, silk screening, photocopying, stenciling, 
painting, tie-dyeing), materials (animal and vegetable fibers, newspaper, Styrofoam, food 
wrappers, plastic sheets, Mylar), and imagery (Roman wall paintings, Mickey Mouse, 
John Travolta). The distinctive combination of “slow” techniques and “fast” materials in 
his art suggests that the rhythms of handcraft are compatible with the pace of 
contemporary experience. By using ancient craft processes to rework the mundane 
materials and motifs of his everyday life, he worked toward dismantling the artificial, 
romanticized binary between the industrial present and preindustrial past.   
 If Zeisler connected to diverse fiber traditions through her collection, and 
Rossbach did so by writing and publishing, Sheila Hicks engaged most actively with 
ongoing craft traditions by traveling and collaborating directly with fiber workshops 
worldwide. The fourth and final chapter, “Textiles in Translation: Sheila Hicks and the 
Languages of Craft and Capital,” contextualizes her corporate installations for Air France 
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and other companies against her collaborative work with textile workshops in India, 
Chile, and Morocco. By assimilating motifs and materials from these experiences into 
installations that were shown in corporate settings, her art gave material form to the 
complex connections between workers in different parts of the world. Hicks thus bridged 
geographically and ideologically disparate sites of production and consumption, 
mounting a critique of globalization before this concept had been fully codified. The 
anthropological orientation of Hicks’s mature work stemmed from her early studies with 
Anni Albers and Junius B. Bird, curator of South American Archaeology at the American 
Museum of Natural History, New York, in addition to her close friendship with 
anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss and his family.  
 In all three case studies, fiber functions as a catalyst for contemplating the artists’ 
own society and its rapidly evolving relationships with other cultures. Indeed, it is the 
distinct properties of fiber that make the art of Zeisler, Rossbach, and Hicks formally 
innovative and socially relevant. Unlike oil paint—a substance that has no extra-artistic 
function—thread, rope, and string can signify both aesthetically and semantically at the 
same time by alluding to contexts beyond the gallery and studio. Moreover, the meaning 
of fiber transcends metaphor; the material becomes a physical interlocutor in the 
conversation between Zeisler, Rossbach, Hicks, and their sources. My dissertation’s 
conclusion, “The Old New Materialism,” reimagines the role of fiber through the 
emergent twenty-first century discourse of New Materialism. Diana Coole, Samantha 
Frost, and Jane Bennett urge scholars to abandon an anthropocentric perspective to 
examine how seemingly inanimate matter can exert agency to shape the natural world 
  
6 
and the course of human history. Fiber is a particularly apt subject for such analysis, 
given the way it resists human containment and asserts itself dimensionally and 
texturally. Indeed, artists and curators of the 1960s and 1970s personified fiber by 
ascribing it human traits in their writings, suggesting that artists should be attentive to the 
properties of the material rather than manipulating it to serve their own artistic vision. 
From a New Materialist perspective, then, this conceptually and physically provocative 
material worked in tandem with its users to frame new possibilities for understanding the 
social dynamics of the 1960s and 1970s.  
 However, is it possible for white American artists to genuinely critique 
primitivism while using approaches that mirror it so closely? What is the distinction 
between engaging foreign textile traditions as part of an ongoing, international artistic 
conversation versus simply appropriating the patrimonies of marginalized groups? Can 
American fiber artists objectively view another culture when their own acts of research 
and collaboration are concurrently impacting its people and products? And how do these 
exchanges affect race relations? Zeisler, Rossbach, and Hicks rarely find resolution to the 
highly charged issues they raise in their artwork. The themes running through their art are 
messy, tangled, and unfixed—not unlike their preferred medium, fiber. This unruly 
material refuses containment, making it well suited for articulating issues that are equally 
challenging to pin down, such as the gendered division of labor, the privilege of white 
Americans, and their appropriation of other cultures. Due to fiber’s physical flexibility, it 
is easily picked up and transported by others. This portability makes fiber an apt vehicle 
for relocating and reworking ideologies as well as materials. The intrinsic properties and 
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extra-artistic connotations of fiber thus allowed Claire Zeisler, Ed Rossbach, and Sheila 
Hicks to engage with major social and political issues that were—and continue to be—
relevant to American society as a whole. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 
 
“The [Fiber] Artist as Anthropologist”: Situating 1970s Fiber Art 
________________ 
 
 The visual collision of midcentury painting and pre-Columbian textiles on the 
December 1977 cover of Artforum (Figure 1.1) is emblematic of fiber artists’ complex 
relationship to the formal and political values of American modernism. The legacy of 
Abstract Expressionism and other modernisms remained touchstones for many artists of 
the 1960s and 1970s who sought to challenge the movement’s narrow vision of what 
constituted art and who was entitled to make it. In terms of aesthetics, Zeisler, Hicks, and 
Rossbach revisited some of the most contentious formal elements of modernism: two-
dimensionality, the grid, and medium-specificity. For example, they reprised the high 
modernist ideal of the individuated, indexical artistic gesture with work that shows clear 
evidence of the artist’s hand. And yet, they did so using craft processes such as weaving, 
coiling, and braiding. These techniques would have been suppressed at the peak of high 
modernism in the United States in 1950s, a time when the autonomy of visual art was 
upheld in opposition to the applied arts. By using fiber to reinterpret modernist formal 
tropes, these artists did more than pose questions about modernist aesthetics—they 
troubled the social and political values that underpinned these visual signifiers.  
 Modern artists from Picasso to Pollock had poached the styles of Native 
American, African, and Oceanic art in an effort to challenge the strictures of Western 
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society and its artistic standards. In the process, however, they reinforced their own 
domination over members of the groups from which they appropriated. This discourse of 
“primitivism” began to be reevaluated through a series of exhibitions and publications 
beginning with Robert Goldwater’s book Primitivism in Modern Art, which debuted in 
1938 and was reprinted in 1966, and continuing with William exhibition at the Museum 
of Modern Art, New York, “Primitivism” in 20th Century Art: Affinity of the Tribal and 
Modern, in 1984 (Figure 1.2).3 These contentious studies bracket the period in which 
Zeisler, Rossbach, and Hicks broached similar issues in their artwork, researching and 
adopting traditions of abstract art and design with pre-modern origins that were often 
practiced by women. In so doing, the artists in this dissertation resisted primitivism to 
recover alternate histories of abstraction running counter to the male-dominated Western 
canon.   
 Questions of cultural affinities and differences became pressing in the 1960s and 
1970s as people around the world began coming into greater contact than ever before due 
to revolutions in technology, communication, transportation, immigration, and 
international commerce. Yet the word “globalization” was not commonly used until the 
mid-1980s; economist Theodore Levitt is credited with popularizing the term in his 1983 
business review, “The Globalization of Markets.”4 Moreover, globalization did not 
                                                
3 Robert Goldwater, Primitivism in Modern Art, 1966 (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press, 
1986); William Rubin, “Primitivism” in 20th Century Art: Affinity of the Tribal and 
Modern, exh. cat. (New York: Museum of Modern Art and New York Graphic Society 
Books, 1984).  
4 Theodore Levitt, “The Globalization of Markets,” Harvard Business Review 61, no. 3 
(May/June 1983): 92-102. For more on Levitt’s role in consolidating the term 
“globalization,” see Barnaby J. Feder, “Theodore Levitt, 81, Who Coined the Term 
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become a dominant theme in contemporary art until the 1990s. Exhibitions such as Jean-
Hubert Martin’s Magiciens de la terre and Okwui Enwezor’s documenta 11, along with 
the rise of an international circuit of biennials and art fairs, confirmed the concept as an 
overarching framework for understanding much twenty-first-century art.5 Therefore, the 
anthropological practices of collecting (Zeisler), writing (Rossbach), and traveling 
(Hicks) represent early efforts to contend with issues of transnational diversity and 
alterity before globalist scholars had begun to theorize these connections systematically.   
 The turn to non-industrial textile practices is as much related to globalization and 
ethnic diversity as it is to gender difference. The Feminist movement that gained 
momentum throughout the 1960s and 1970s is a crucial context for Zeisler and Hicks as 
well as Rossbach. The status of their chosen medium—fiber—was in flux due to the 
efforts of the feminist artists and scholars who were working to overturn the entrenched 
art-world hierarchies that had long dismissed this medium alongside quilting, sewing, and 
other “women’s work.” To reposition women’s formerly overlooked domestic production 
in fabric and fiber, feminist artists and scholars frequently used interdisciplinary, 
research-driven approaches similar to those explored in this dissertation. For example, in 
1978 the New York-based feminist periodical Heresies published a special issue titled 
“Women’s Traditional Arts – The Politics of Aesthetics,” which featured content ranging 
from a co-authored academic study of textile techniques among five societies (Navajo, 
                                                                                                                                            
‘Globalization,’ Is Dead,” The New York Times, July 6, 2006, Accessed online, 
http://www.nytimes.com/2006/07/06/business/06levitt.html. 
5 Jean-Hubert Martin, Magiciens de la Terre, exh. cat. (Paris: Éditions du Centre 
Pompidou, 1989); Okwui Enwezor, Documenta 11 Platform 5: The Catalogue exh. cat. 
(Ostfildern: Hatje Cantz, 2002). 
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Northwest Coast Chilkat Indian, New Zealand Maori, pre-Conquest Peruvian, and 
Western European) to personal recollections of the role of textiles in the lives of the 
contributors’ female family members (Figure 1.3). Despite espousing a similarly 
anthropological methodology, many fiber artists were hesitant to explicitly align 
themselves with feminism or other political movements due to the already-marginalized 
status of their media. However, even in the absence of explicit feminist commitments, 
Zeisler, Rossbach, and Hicks worked through and against the gendered associations of 
their materials and methods in order to complicate the limiting stereotypes of the pre-
feminist era.  
 To understand each artist’s contribution to the developments of modernism, 
globalization, and feminism in art and culture, it is first necessary to outline the art 
historical contexts for these individuals’ practices. The introduction begins with an 
overview of the history and major themes of the fiber art movement, which was the most 
immediate aesthetic framework for Zeisler, Rossbach, and Hicks. This summary focuses 
on the ways in which anthropological inquiry was a motivating factor driving 
developments in the movement. Expanding the focus outward, the second section 
explains the role of anthropology in the broader artistic debates of the era. The third and 
final section outlines the more recent discourse of cultural appropriation, another 
complementary theoretical apparatus. Taken together, the histories and theories that 
appear on the following pages will situate this dissertation’s core case studies, promoting 
a more thorough understanding of how Zeisler, Rossbach, and Hicks used fiber to 
respond to some of the most pressing questions of their time.  
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The Fiber Art Movement 
 While fiber artists of the 1960s and 1970s mined the textile traditions of the deep 
past for inspiration, they were simultaneously writing a new chapter in the medium’s 
history. Claire Zeisler, Ed Rossbach, and Sheila Hicks all belonged to an international 
movement that pushed the boundaries of fiber usage, and by extension, the boundaries of 
art itself. This generation sought to create large, three-dimensional sculptures using 
minimal technology. Often with only a loom, hook, or their own hands as tools, they 
created innovative abstract and, less frequently, figurative forms. The vast number of 
forms they engineered was matched only by the wide inventory of media they used, 
which ranged from natural plant and animal fibers, such as wool, sisal, and silk, to 
synthetic materials, including plastic sheeting, newspaper, and monofilament fishing line.  
 On one hand, this technical experimentation was a byproduct of a wider interest 
among artists of the 1960s in expanding the boundaries of permissible artistic media. On 
the other, it was the result of debates internal to the history of textiles. The tapestry 
traditions centered in Western Europe—epitomized by the French Gobelin and Aubusson 
factories—were two-dimensional, figurative, and meticulously planned. Fiber artists of 
the 1960s and 1970s subverted this formula on all counts with work that was three-
dimensional, abstract, and improvisational. Breaking away from this tradition required 
artists to look elsewhere for inspiration, and a major source became non-Western art, 
both contemporary and historical. In this sense, 1970s fiber artists were not unlike the 
modernists that preceded them. But given the changed sociopolitical circumstances and 
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onset of global awareness, was there a new way for these artists to engage textile 
traditions from cultures other than their own?  
 By now the history of the fiber art movement has been written and re-written, first 
by contemporary commentators struggling to theorize and name the new phenomenon, 
and more recently by scholars seeking to make sense of its legacy. During the 1960s and 
1970s, curators and critics sought to consolidate and label what they perceived as a new 
artistic current through group shows and publications. The most systematic of these 
efforts was the Biennale internationale de la tapisserie in Lausanne, Switzerland, founded 
in 1962 by French painter and tapestry designer Jean Lurçat and organized by the Centre 
International de la Tapisserie Ancienne et Moderne (CITAM).6 Organized by nation, the 
show functioned not only as a barometer that gauged the current state of fiber, but also as 
a stimulus that actively shaped the course of the movement. It created a forum for artists 
from around the world to meet and exchange ideas, either through discussion or 
observation of one another’s work. In addition, a primary factor behind the increased 
scale of fiber art during the 1960s and 1970s was the biennial’s minimum submission size 
requirement, which ranged between five and twelve square meters.7  
 The regular sequence of Lausanne Biennials was paralleled by a series of equally 
important exhibitions and publications in the Unites States and abroad. Lenore Tawney’s 
                                                
6 Henceforth I will refer to this as the Lausanne Biennial for convenience, following the 
example of many English language commentators of the 1960s through the present.  
7 Dianne Taylor, “The First Through the Tenth Biennales Internationales de la Tapisserie, 
Lausanne, Switzerland.” PhD diss. North Texas State University, 1983, 342, 344, 346, 
349; 351, 354, 356, 358. Another probable cause was the high demand from architects for 
site-specific fiber commissions: See T’ai Smith, “Tapestries in Space: An Alternative 
History of Site-Specificity,” in Fiber: Sculpture 1960–Present, 152–165. New York: 
Prestel, 2014. 
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1961 solo show at the Staten Island Museum, New York, is often cited as the first public 
display of the new spatial approach to fiber in the United States.8 The open-weave 
technique of her Woven Forms series broke new ground in terms of scale and space, 
inspiring Paul J. Smith’s group exhibition Woven Forms at the Museum of Contemporary 
Crafts, New York, in 1963. In his catalogue essay, he explains that for the show’s four 
artists Tawney, Hicks, Zeisler, Alice Adams, and Dorian Zachai, “their development of 
the concept of weaving in three-dimensions was a difficult one, for in extending the 
bounds of the woven piece beyond two dimensions, it was necessary not only to bend or 
twist the material into volumetric shapes, but to conceive of the hanging itself as enclosed 
in space rather than defining a planar limit.”9 Though at this moment all five artists were 
still working primarily on the loom and had not yet fully embraced hand techniques, their 
work was innovative in terms of its approach to space and its departure from narrative 
iconography in search of abstract form, as Smith also notes.10 
 Another major milestone for the US fiber art movement and its scholarship came 
in 1968, when Jack Lenor Larsen and Mildred Constantine mounted Wall Hangings at the 
Museum of Modern Art, New York. Though only a slim catalogue accompanied the 
                                                
8 Mildred Constantine and Jack Lenor Larsen refer to this as “the point at which Art 
Fabric was healthfully and joyously launched in America. Tawney’s breakthrough, her 
style and innovation, stimulated a small, then larger and international following of 
weavers, critics, and an influential coterie of patrons.” Mildred Constantine and Jack 
Lenor Larsen, Beyond Craft: The Art Fabric (New York: Van Nostrand Reinhold, 1973), 
45. Cited in Jenelle Porter, “About 10 Years: From the New Tapestry to Fiber Art,” in 
Fiber: Sculpture 1960-Present (New York and London: Prestel/DelMonico, 2014), 167; 
and Sarah Parrish, “Artist Texts,” in Fiber: Sculpture 1960-Present (New York and 
London: Prestel/DelMonico, 2014), 234. 
9 Paul Smith, Woven Forms, exh. cat. (New York: Museum of Contemporary Crafts, 
1963), unpaginated.  
10 Ibid. 
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exhibition, its curatorial team subsequently produced a large, lavishly illustrated volume, 
Beyond Craft: The Art Fabric, which made a much wider impact. In tracing the trajectory 
that fiber had taken in the short time frame since Smith’s show, “the authors emphasize 
that no aspect of the art fabric has moved faster recently than the exploration of non-
loom, single-element processes, which provide a latitude and freedom in form not 
possible in other means.”11 Constantine and Larsen reinforced their narrative with a series 
of twenty-eight artist profiles, including features on Zeisler, Rossbach, and Hicks.  
 This same year—1973—Andre Kuenzi produced an analogous publication in 
France, La Nouvelle Tapisserie (The New Tapestry). Perhaps not coincidentally, this is 
the same title that prominent American craft scholar Rose Slivka had given to the 
movement when she reviewed Smith’s Woven Forms exhibition. Slivka proposed yet 
another new moniker, “Hard String,” in her eponymous review of the MCC’s exhibition 
Sculpture in Fiber for the field’s leading periodical Craft Horizons.12 She wrote, “The 
revolutionaries of rope are challenging vertical-horizontal fabrication. They do not 
associate with orthodox textile construction in which the thread is buried in fabric as the 
final two-dimensional limp skin. They think thread.”13 In this passage, she reinforces the 
themes put forward by Smith, Constantine, and Larsen by describing the movement’s 
origins in historical textile traditions and its key features of scale, weight, and off-loom 
construction. 
                                                
11 Bernard Kester, “Beyond Craft: The Art Fabric,” Craft Horizons 33, no. 5 (October 
1973): 64.   
12 Rose Slivka, “Hard String,” Craft Horizons 32, no. 2 (April 1972): 16-21.  
13 Ibid, 17.  
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 Whatever label one prefers to use to describe the fiber art of the 1960s and 1970s, 
the movement appeared to have reached its apex by the end of the latter decade, judging 
by the appearance of several historical overviews in the early 1980s. In 1981 Constantine 
and Larsen issued a sequel to Beyond Craft: The Art Fabric in the form of a book and 
traveling exhibition, both titled The Art Fabric: Mainstream. The publication juxtaposed 
illustrations of fabric works by Lucas Samaras, Robert Rauschenberg, and Christo and 
Jeanne-Claude alongside images of pioneering pieces by Zeisler, Rossbach, Hicks, and 
their colleagues in an effort to make the radical claim that fiber had gained acceptance 
outside of museums, galleries, and publications that specialized in fine craft. Yet as one 
reviewer bluntly observed, “Unfortunately, the curators’ thematic statement, ‘Art Fabric 
functions in the mainstream of contemporary art…’ is simply not true. I have been 
analyzing mainstream contemporary art for ten years and have noticed only a handful of 
these artists crossing my path.”14 This same desire to fuse fiber’s history with 
contemporary art’s “mainstream” was present at the 16th Lausanne Biennial, subtitled 
“Criss-Crossings.”15 One of its main displays, “Parallel Histories,” departed from the 
Biennial’s longstanding format of juried, recent submissions, and instead featured 
historical work made since the first biennial in 1962. The work was assessed by three 
curators from mainstream contemporary art institutions: Alanna Heiss, Director of PS1 
Museum of the Institute of Contemporary Art, New York; Christian Bernard, Director of 
                                                
14 Sandy Ballatore, “The Art Fabric: Mainstream,” American Craft 41, no. 4 
(August/September 1981): 34. 
15 Catherine Amidon, “Changes in Lausanne,” Fiberarts 22, no. 4 (January 1996): 48.  
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the Museum of Modern and Contemporary Art, Geneva; and Tony Stoos, Director of the 
Kunsthalle, Vienna.16 
 Curators Jean Stamsta and Jane Fassett Brite also used a comparative 
methodology to assess historical developments and forecast fiber’s future in their 1986 
exhibition Fiber R/Evolution. In this case, the bipartite exhibition structure placed 
contemporary fiber artists in dialogue with the pioneers of the 1960s and early 1970s. 
The historical section, “Revolution,” was installed chronologically at the Milwaukee Art 
Museum, beginning with early small-scale works by invited artists including Hicks, 
Rossbach, and Kay Sekimachi.17 The second component, “Evolution,” was a juried 
exhibition occupying two buildings in the University of Wisconsin, Milwaukee. The 
curators’ introduction further codified the movement’s main features—off-loom 
construction, three-dimensionality, and scale—while John Perreault’s prefatory essay 
discussed the challenges of discussing these properties in art historical terms. He poses 
the familiar question, “What is the real difference between fine art and crafts?” and 
reasons that “it is not valuable or reasonable to retain the usual arts/craft division” in light 
of the vast range of materials and techniques taken up by contemporary artists. Yet at the 
same time, he writes: “What interests me at the moment…is that which is gained by 
persisting in seeing fiber as nonart, as something other than art.”18 For Perreault, the 
radical potential of fiber as a medium lay not in what it shares with conventional art 
forms, but with what sets it apart, suggesting that there may be merit in maintaining its 
                                                
16 Ibid.  
17 Nancy Corwin, “Fiber R/Evolution,” American Craft 46, no. 3 (June/July 1986): 54. 
18 John Perreault, “Fiber Art: Gathering the Strands,” in Fiber R/Evolution, exh. cat. 
(Milwaukee: Milwaukee Art Museum, 1986), 8. 
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marginal status. Between Fiber R/Evolution, The Art Fabric: Mainstream, and the late 
Lausanne Biennials, the narrative of the fiber art movement was clearly established, but 
its relationship to broader histories of contemporary art remained precariously 
unresolved.  
 Efforts to understand and historically situate the fiber art movement were more or 
less placed on hold during the 1980s through the 2000s, when the character of the art 
appearing on the pages of the magazine American Craft—formerly Craft Horizons—and 
in fine craft galleries changed dramatically once again. Roughly textured, three-
dimensional sculptures gave way to polished, flat, and framed works; large installations 
conceded to miniatures; and evocative abstractions were replaced with postmodern 
pictorial imagery.19 In many ways, this new tendency was epitomized by Diane Itter’s 
bright, eclectic compositions of finely knotted and combed embroidery floss, which 
rarely measured larger than two feet high and were framed behind glass (Figure 1.4). 
While no scholar has yet put forward a theory for this sea change, it is likely related to 
the more saleable aspects of the new 1980s fiber. Small, portable objects that are easy to 
display and conserve in a collector’s home would have allowed artists to take advantage 
of the era’s booming art market, as well as keep pace with the neo-pop and appropriation 
trends dominating mainstream contemporary art galleries.  
 Today, the resurgence of handwork and craft practices in the new millennium is 
one of the factors motivating a recent wave of scholarship on the fiber art of the 1960s 
                                                
19 Erika Billeter observes the emergence of small-scale works and pictorial tapestries at 
the 1979 Lausanne Biennial, which removed its minimum size requirement for 
submissions for the first time. Billeter, “Lausanne Biennial: An Endangered Tradition,” 
American Craft 39, no. 5 (October/November 1979): 20-1.  
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and 1970s. The prevalence of soft media among artists from around the world such as 
Ghada Amer, kimsooja, Charles LeDray, Sheila Pepe, Do-Ho Suh, Yinka Shonibare, 
Rosemarie Trockel, and countless others has given new significance to artists who 
embraced these media at an earlier date. Scholars and artists in the fields of craft and 
design have long been aware of figures like Claire Zeisler, Sheila Hicks, Ed Rossbach, 
and their peers, but their “rediscovery” by American art historians was largely initiated 
by Elissa Auther.20 Her landmark study, String Felt Thread: The Hierarchy of Art and 
Craft in American Art, revisits and reframes critical questions from the 1960s and 1970s: 
“What accounts for the distinction between art and craft? Why is it so pervasive, if 
largely unacknowledged, in the art world? What does it mean to elevate the status of a 
material? Who assigns this differential status? And who polices it?”21 Auther 
distinguishes herself from earlier authors because she “neither champions craft as art nor 
attempts to resolve the art/craft distinction,” instead shifting the emphasis to operations of 
                                                
20 It is important to keep in mind that while Auther enabled art historians to “rediscover” 
unfamiliar material outside of the canon, craft practitioners and historians never lost sight 
of the developments in 1960s and 1970s fiber art. According to Jenni Sorkin, relative to 
art historians, “it is a history more accessible to artists trained through a network of 
practitioners connected to some of the original fiber departments within this history.” 
Namita Gupta Wiggers also cites the Institute of Contemporary Art/Boston’s claim that 
Fiber: Sculpture 1960-Present was “the first exhibition in more than 40 years to examine 
the development of abstraction and dimensionality in fiber art from the mid-twentieth 
century to the present,” arguing that this work had been shown in alternative venues 
throughout this time frame. Jenni Sorkin, “Book Review: String, Felt, Thread: The 
Hierarchy of Art and Craft in American Art, Elissa Auther” The Journal of Modern Craft 
3, no. 3 (November 2010): 382; Namita Gupta Wiggers, Curating and Craft: What 
Happens Now?” (panel discussion, Critical Craft Forum at the College Art Association 
Annual Conference, New York, NY, Friday, February 13, 2015). 
21 Elissa Auther, String, Felt, Thread: The Hierarchy of Art and Craft in American Art 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2010), xii. 
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power and authority.22 She explores these issues by dividing her book into three broad 
case studies examining fiber art, process art, and feminist art. The introduction, “The 
Hierarchy of Art and Craft,” and first chapter, “Fiber Art and the Struggle for 
Legitimacy,” provide an invaluable account of postwar developments in fiber. However, 
the burden of outlining this overlooked history leaves little time for her to engage 
intensively with the individual works that comprise it. Moreover, the segregation of 
Zeisler, Rossbach, Hicks, and their milieu into a separate chapter distinct from figures 
such as Eva Hesse and Robert Morris risks “appear(ing) to reinforce the categories of art 
and craft that the book proposes to complicate,” as Auther herself admits as a 
disclaimer.23 Nevertheless, as Anna Chave attests in her review of the text, 
“Auther…successfully whets our appetite for more: more studies and exhibitions tracing 
contemporary artists’ engagements with fiber and textile production.”24 
 Chave’s call was answered with a spate of museum exhibitions in the first half of 
the 2010s. If Auther metaphorically relocated fiber-based works within the discursive 
spaces of high art, the recent wave of exhibitions did so literally by displaying fiber 
works in the contemporary galleries of major art museums. In 2013, Rike Frank and 
Grant Watson’s Textiles: Open Letter at opened at the Museum Abteiberg, 
Mönchengladbach, Germany, accompanied by rigorous catalogue and programming 
series. The next year, Fiber: Sculpture 1960-Present, curated by Jenelle Porter, 
premiered at the Institute of Contemporary Art/Boston, also in conjunction with a 
                                                
22 Ibid, xx.  
23 Ibid, xxii. 
24 Anna Chave, “String, Felt, Thread: The Hierarchy of Art and Craft in American Art,” 
book review in Signs 36, no. 3 (Spring 2011): 764. 
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scholarly catalogue.25 Textiles: Open Letter tackled a slightly broader time frame, 
reaching further back in time to include modernists such as Johannes Itten, Paul Klee, and 
Anni Albers alongside contemporary artists working from the 1960s through the present, 
including Jagoda Buić, Lenore Tawney, and Sheila Hicks. In addition, Textiles: Open 
Letter included relatively flat and pictorial works, whereas Fiber: Sculpture 1960-Present 
focused on abstract artists who explored the three-dimensional possibilities of their 
mediums. Nevertheless, both exhibitions were international in scope and prioritized 
artists who worked directly with raw filaments—such as string, thread, rope—rather than 
planar, premade cloth, and fabric. In so doing, the curators put forward similar narratives 
about the renaissance of sculpted fiber in the 1960s and its resurgence in recent years. 
They rostered nine of the same artists—Magdalena Abakanowicz, Jagoda Buić, Ria van 
Eyk, Elsi Giauque, Eva Hesse, Sheila Hicks, Beryl Korot, Lenore Tawney, and 
Rosemarie Trockel—and even included the same exact objects by Korot, Giauque, and 
Buić.   
 The historical narratives recounted in these two shows not only matched one 
another: they also strove to illuminate and represent the foundational stories told by 
Smith, Constantine, Larsen, and Slivka. When possible, Porter crafted her checklist to 
expose contemporary audiences to particular works and figures that had been included in 
influential shows and publications.26 For example, versions of Françoise Grossen’s 
                                                
25 I contributed to this exhibition as a Curatorial Research Fellow funded by the Andrew 
W. Mellon Foundation. In this capacity, I performed primary and secondary research; 
located texts, individuals and objects; wrote grant proposals and wall labels; and authored 
catalogue entries on all 34 artists featured in the exhibition.   
26 Jenelle Porter, conversations with the author, 2012-2014.  
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Inchworm (1971) were exhibited in Deliberate Entanglements, curated by Bernard Kester 
for UCLA Art Galleries, and the Lausanne Biennial in 1973.27 A similar sense of 
historical awareness seemed to motivate Frank and Watson’s selections, such as Buić’s 
Fallen Angel (1967). This work, which was also in Fiber: Sculpture 1960-Present, is 
historically significant because the Stedelijk Museum, Amsterdam, purchased it directly 
for its important collection of avant-garde textiles from the 1967 São Paulo Bienal. The 
Stedelijk Museum showed it in its landmark 1969 exhibition Perspectief in Textiel.  
 In addition to Textiles: Open Letter and Fiber: Sculpture 1960-Present, a third 
show, Decorum: Artists’ Carpets and Tapestries, curated by Anne Dressen, also opened 
in 2014 at the Musée d’Art Moderne de la Ville de Paris. This exhibition was the 
broadest of the three, as it not only encompassed postwar work from around the world 
that was both abstract and pictorial, but it also conceptualized textiles much more broadly 
to include fiber sculpture as well as functional carpets, fabric quilts, and tapestries that 
had been designed by artists such as Picasso but executed by other craftsmen. In grouping 
these objects without distinction, Dressen neutralized the qualities of pliable linear 
filaments that critics of the period, such as Smith and Slivka, saw as distinguishing fiber 
from fabric. This distinction is a defining feature of the postwar turn to sculpturality, and 
reflects the ways in which artists understood their own use of fiber as a medium, as the 
final section of my introduction will explain. 
 Cumulatively, these valuable exhibitions and their catalogues have done much to 
renew our awareness of the marginalized fiber art of the 1960s and 1970s. Their broad, 
                                                
27 Parrish, “Artist Texts,” 198. 
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international group structure allows them to effectively communicate the major themes 
discussed above while also paying homage to the group format of the important historical 
exhibitions previously outlined in this introduction. However, at least one commentator 
found fault with the curatorial approach of the 1960s and 1970s, and her criticism could 
also be extended to the exhibitions of the 2010s. In her summary of the “Fiber in the 
’80s” conference, Betty Park records the concerns of gallerist and panelist Louise Allrich: 
“to counter what she sees as weak curatorial response from museums and poor curatorial 
judgment in the organization of exhibits, she suggests more one-person, in-depth, well-
documented shows rather than ill-defined group exhibits.”28 Interest in fiber fizzled in the 
1980s before Allrich’s hopes were fulfilled. But what of the twenty-first-century shows? 
Will authors and curators be inspired to narrow their focus to the monographic level? 
Auther, Frank, Watson, Porter, and Dressen have forged a broad foundation for future 
studies on individual artists and more precise themes. Building upon their scholarship, I 
propose a series of case studies to contend that the innovations that these authors and 
curators have identified—three-dimensionality, medium-specificity, and spatiality–were 
achieved in part through artists’ increased attention to diverse artistic traditions and 
experiences beyond their own cultural frame of reference.  
 
Anthropological Inspirations 
 The strict formalist approach of Fiber: Sculpture 1960-Present shared the same 
anxiety that many curators and artists held during the 1960s and 1970s; the fear that 
                                                
28 Betty Park, “Future of Fiber Art,” American Craft 40, no. 6 (December 1980/January 
1981): 78.  
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openly addressing the work’s relationship to its anthropological sources, often mediated 
through contemporary hippie trends of macramé and tourism, would disqualify it from 
entering the rarefied art museum environment. But by widening the scope of inquiry 
encompass the era’s DIY handbooks and ethnically inspired fashions, it becomes evident 
that the formal, aesthetic innovations in regard to color, gravity, and the grid that the ICA 
identified were accomplished not in spite of, but because of the artists’ engagement with 
the United States’ broader popular and academic fascination with other cultures. By 
proposing the hybrid body of anthropological and DIY literature as a context for Zeisler, 
Rossbach, Hicks, and their colleagues, I do not intend to question their hard-won stature 
as contemporary fine artists. Rather, I am seeking to discover how their adaptation of 
anthropological textiles operated on a continuum as part of a broader cultural interest in 
connecting to the craft traditions of different moments in time and different parts of the 
world.  
 Artists, curators, and designers brought varying degrees of academic rigor to their 
research on historical and global textiles during a time when amateur interest in this topic 
was on the rise. Many of the most important figures engaging in such research had 
limited anthropological training, and indeed, gathering anthropological knowledge was 
not always their main objective. For example, unlike academic anthropologists who 
followed formal methodologies to publish written reports, the theses formed by artists 
and curators frequently took visual form as exhibitions, personal collections, or 
expressive works of abstract art. Therefore, it is necessary to seriously examine the 
popular outlets through which textile knowledge was formed and disseminated during the 
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1960s and 1970s. These sources include education, travel, personal collections, and a 
growing body of anthropological literature in books, periodicals, and Do-It-Yourself 
(DIY) manuals. A common theme across these media is the relevance of historical and 
global textiles—particularly those from South America—for contemporary avant-garde 
fiber art.  
 The anthropological orientation of 1960s and 1970s fiber art originated primarily 
with a major figure from the previous generation—Bauhaus émigré Anni Albers. 
Younger artists were heavily influenced by her work and writings; notably, Rossbach 
wrote an essay on the textile authority, and Hicks met her while studying at Yale.29 
Albers likely introduced Hicks to her library of important books on Andean textiles, 
including Walter Lemann’s Kunstgeschichte des Alten Peru (Art History of Ancient Peru, 
1924) and the 1934 French edition of Raoul d’Harcourt’s Les Tissus indiens du vieux 
Pérou et leurs techniques (The Textiles of Ancient Peru and Their Techniques).30 The 
latter was translated into English in 1962, and became an important resource for Hicks 
and her peers.31 
 In 1965, Albers published an influential English-language book of her own: On 
Weaving. This late-career volume represents the culmination of a lifetime of research on 
pre-Columbian textiles, which were central to Albers’s broader approach to textility. 
Virginia Gardner Troy has traced the development of this philosophy in the artist’s work 
                                                
29 Ed Rossbach, “In the Bauhaus Mode: Anni Albers,” American Craft 43, (December 
1983/January 1984): 7-11. 
30 Virginia Gardner Troy, Anni Albers and Ancient American Textiles: From Bauhaus to 
Black Mountain (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2002), 36. 
31 Bernard Kester, “Old Traditions—New Directions,” American Craft 41, no. 2 
(April/May 1981): 2; Hicks, “Oral history interview,” unpaginated. 
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and writing in her detailed study, Anni Albers and Ancient American Textiles: From 
Bauhaus to Black Mountain. While in Germany, Albers had access to enormous private 
and public collections of Peruvian art, thanks to the high number of German scholars and 
collectors doing archaeological work in Peru.32 Troy persuasively argues that the 
Americas captured the German imagination because pre-Columbian culture could be 
viewed as remote, unlike the African and Oceanic people that Germans came into contact 
with through their colonial endeavors.33 In 1935, two years after relocating to North 
Carolina to teach at Black Mountain College, Anni and Josef Albers made their first trip 
to Mexico, which became a nearly annual affair. On these trips, Anni collected objects 
for her teaching at Black Mountain College, amassing over 1,000 pieces of 
Mesoamerican and Andean art in all media for the school. This was a true study 
collection; she even cut some of the textiles to see how they were made.34 
 Indeed, Albers believed Andean textiles were “the most outstanding examples of 
textile art [from which] we can learn most.”35 In On Weaving, she extolled the semiotic 
capacities of Peruvian textiles to encode and communicate knowledge: 
 Along with cave paintings, threads were among the earliest transmitters of 
 meaning. In Peru, where no written language in the generally understood sense 
 had developed even by the time of the Conquest in the sixteenth century, we 
 find—to my mind not in spite of this but because of it—one of the highest textile 
 cultures we have come to know. Other periods in other parts of the world have 
 achieved highly developed textiles, perhaps even technically more intricate ones, 
 but none has preserved the expressive directness throughout its own history by 
 this specific means.36 
                                                
32 Troy, 25. 
33 Ibid.  
34 Ibid, 4. 
35 Anni Albers, On Weaving (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press, 1965), 69-70. 
36 Ibid, 69.  
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Reversing the Western Cartesian emphasis on mind over matter, Albers posits Peruvian 
textiles as equal to an advanced language in both kind and degree, a view that would 
greatly influence the generation of fiber artists that followed her. Albers proceeded to 
argue that the lavish, intricate decorative tapestries, fabrics, and brocades of the Gothic, 
Renaissance, and Baroque are inferior to the ancient Peruvian tradition, for in spite of 
their technical virtuosity, “they play first of all the role of monumental illustrations or 
have decorative supporting parts to play.”37 On the contrary, Albers felt that the structure 
and pattern of Peruvian textiles faithfully express the physical properties of the filaments 
that comprise them. She reasoned, “regardless of scale, small fragment or wall-size piece, 
a fabric can be great art if it retains directness of communication in its specific 
medium.”38 Her criticism subtly and skillfully interprets the tactility of ancient textiles 
through the modernist lenses of medium-specificity and truth-to-materials. 
 Black Mountain student Lili Blumeneau also promulgated her expertise and 
appreciation for American textiles through various professional roles. She was the 
Curator of Textiles at the Cooper Union Museum in New York, and she also taught 
college weaving and ran a design and industry consulting firm in the city.39 She published 
her expertise on historical and contemporary fiber in books and articles for Handweaver 
and Craftsman and Craft Horizons, for which she was the longtime weaving editor. 
Peruvian weaving was foundational to all these enterprises, and Blumenau amassed a 
                                                
37 Ibid. 
38 Ibid. 
39 Alice Adams, “Lili Blumenau: each limitation a challenge, each job a new one,” Craft 
Horizons 22, no. 2 (March/April 1962): 16-20. 
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significant personal collection of original examples. In her chapter on the subject for her 
historical guide and instructional manual, Creative Design in Wall Hangings: Weaving 
Patterns Based on Primitive and Medieval Art, she wrote:  
 It is profitable to study examples of Peruvian weaving at close hand and most 
 attentively in museums. New and unsuspected beauties will be revealed if we 
 return to them again and again, as never-failing sources of inspiration.  In their 
 bold and unusual contrasts— dark and light backgrounds are used in a wholly 
 individual way, to provide an imaginatively exciting kind of depth imagery—their 
 highly original color combinations and weft-and-warp variations, there is no other 
 source material so closely related to contemporary creative weaving.40 
 
As with Albers, the close technical analysis of Peruvian weaving was an important part of 
Blumenau’s practice and pedagogy. She imparted her knowledge of Peruvian gauze 
technique to her student Lenore Tawney, while her Haitian assistant, Spencer Depas, 
taught Claire Zeisler off-loom knotting techniques.41 The flexibility of these processes 
allowed Tawney and Zeisler to incorporate the elements of space and volume for which 
their sculpture is best known.  
 Indeed, as early as 1963 Paul Smith highlighted the “study of historical weaving 
techniques” as an important influence for Tawney, Zeisler, Hicks, and the other Woven 
Forms exhibitors. In the catalogue, he argued that an important influence on three-
dimensional fiber art has been “the textile tradition of ancient Peru, which has been the 
subject of extensive study in recent years. Many techniques used on the lap-looms and 
waist-looms of the Incas have been rediscovered and adapted to modern looms.”42 
Specifically, he detected this influence in the wrapped-warp works by Sheila Hicks and 
                                                
40 Lili Blumenau, The Art and Craft of Hand Weaving (New York: Crown Publishers, 
Inc., 1955), 13. 
41 Parrish, “Artist Texts,” 234, 246.  
42 Smith, unpaginated. 
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the modified twining and twisted-warp techniques employed by Lenore Tawney and 
Claire Zeisler.43 The appearance of off-loom, hand-based processes in these works 
represents an engagement with Peruvian methods mediated through the encouragement of 
teachers Albers and Blumenau. 
 Similarly, critic Jack Lenor Larsen—another industry designer, curator, and 
author—also drew direct connections between Peruvian weaving and the work of 
Tawney, Hicks, and Olga de Amaral.44 As a student at the University of Washington in 
Seattle, Larsen worked on the English translation of d’Harcourt’s The Textiles of Ancient 
Peru and Their Techniques, and his own thesis was titled “Some Contemporary 
Implications of Andean Fabrics.”45 He visited Peru to research the Andean Collection for 
his fabric company, positing that “of all the textile cultures, Ancient Peru is richest in 
technique and form.”46 Larsen endorsed Albers and Blumenau by proposing the 
contemporary applications of Andean weaving, especially in terms of structure:     
 Potentials for contemporary influences are the more significant because they must 
 be conceptual and abstract: imitating Peruvian fabrics or the images on them is 
 either difficult or not to the point. Rather, it is their excellence, integrity, and 
 timelessness by which 20th century weavers must still measure their effort. Today, 
 when expressions of structure disappear from our economic and communal 
 organization and from our buildings and manufactures, the structural quintessence 
 of Peruvian fabrics is most welcome.47 
 
                                                
43 Ibid. 
44 Jack Lenor Larsen, “Ancient Peruvian Fabrics: The Contemporary Implications,” 
unpublished manuscript, Jack Lenor Larsen Papers, Archives of American Art, 
Smithsonian Institution (July 1979), 3. 
45 Larsen, 1. 
46 Ibid.  
47 Ibid, 2. 
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Like Albers, Larsen encouraged readers to look beyond imagery and content to value the 
physicality of Andean weaving. Blumenau likewise dismissed the pictorial in favor of the 
tactile: “Today the weaver gains more by studying the highly expressive skills and 
techniques displayed in Peruvian textiles than he does by mechanically copying or by 
trying to reproduce the elusive charm of their motifs.”48 Between Albers, Blumenau, and 
Larsen, a consensus emerges around certain focal points in Andean textiles: their capacity 
for direct individual expression, the superiority of structure and facture over imagery, the 
relevance of these properties for contemporary art and design, and the importance of 
studying authentic specimens.  
 These concerns also appeared in Old Traditions—New Directions at The Textile 
Museum in Washington, DC, May 14-August 1, 1981.  In this exhibition, fifteen 
historical works from the United States, Iran, Bolivia, Peru, Ecuador, Egypt, Ireland, and 
Persia were juxtaposed with thirty American contemporary works.49 Each historical piece 
was coupled with two contemporary works executed in a similar technique, such as 
weaving, twining, or knotting.50 For example, a turn-of-the century Iranian camel head 
trapping was paired with two recent examples of wrapping: Hicks’s The Principal Wife 
Goes On, 1968, and Kris Dey’s Bopus, 1977 (Figure 1.5).51 A comparison of the three 
pieces reveals how the ancient wrapping technique can yield vastly different, highly 
personal expressions. Hicks adheres closely to the organicism of the Iranian precedent 
                                                
48 Blumenau, 13. 
49 Rebecca A. T. Stevens, Old Traditions/New Directions, exh. cat. (Washington, DC: 
The Textile Museum, 1981). 
50 Kester, “Old Traditions,” 2. 
51 Ibid, 7.  
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with skeins of undyed cotton linen bound with segments of colored synthetic thread, 
draped haphazardly over a horizontal support. By contrast, Dey creates a highly polished 
abstraction by coiling graphically printed cotton fabric around rows of plastic tubing to 
create an optical effect reminiscent of television static. As Bernard Kester wrote for 
American Craft, “While the visible differences among all the works demonstrate 
dramatically that cultural tradition, material resources, and individual talent have 
encouraged spectacular diversity in the development of textiles, the commonalities in 
their structure provide an important and tangible link between old and new.”52 This 
interest in connecting “old” and “new” continues the same imperative detected in the 
writings of Albers, Blumenau, and Larsen. 
 Research on these topics also appeared in popular art and craft magazines and 
journals, which likewise juxtaposed images of so-called ethnographic textiles with 
contemporary examples. As noted above, mainstream American art publications such as 
Artforum sometimes devoted attention to exhibitions of historical and craft media, such 
as Warp-Patterned Weaves of the Andes.53 However, these questions were debated with 
much greater frequency on the pages of another periodical, Craft Horizons (1941-1979; 
renamed American Craft 1980-present). This was not only a forum for exhibition reviews 
                                                
52 Ibid.  
53 Artforum covers generally feature modern and contemporary art or, less frequently, 
works by earlier European masters. In addition to the Peruvian textile on the December 
1977 cover, the three other notable exceptions between 1962 and 1980 are Northwest 
Indian art from the Seattle World’s Fair (August 1962), a Melanesian Sacred Figure from 
the Abelam clan, Maprik Hills, Sepik River Region (October 1963), and a sculpted basalt 
Olmec head being installed in New York’s Seagram Plaza (October 1966), a Mayombe 
(Zaire), Nkonde figure from the Museum of Cultural History, UCLA (May 1975) and a 
Nazca earth line drawing (October 1975). 
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and articles contemporary artists working with fiber, fabric, beads, metal, and wood; 
roughly a third of its content focused on historical and contemporary work in these media 
from the Americas, Africa, Asia, and the Middle East. A sampling of essay titles on fiber 
and fabrics includes: “Serapes of Oaxaca,” “Band Weaving Among the Yoruba of 
Nigeria,” “The Hand-Blocked Textiles of Persia,” and “The Hemp Weavers of 
Dumbara.”54 Combining travelogue and ethnographic and technical description with 
illustrations of makers, objects, and environments, such articles occupy a middle ground 
between scholarly and popular inquiry.  
 In addition to these periodicals, the mid-1960s through the early 1980s was a 
period of intense publication on weaving and craft. Some of these books are historical 
surveys of textiles from around the world; Marilyn Anderson’s Guatemalan Textiles 
Today (1978) and Anita Schorsch’s edited anthology The Art of the Weaver (1978) 
exemplify this approach. Other books took the form of instructional weaving and 
macramé manuals, including Shirley Marein’s popular titles Off the Loom: Creating with 
Fibre (1973) and Creating Rugs and Wall Hangings: A Complete Guide (1975). 
However, many books combined these two genres, as is the case with Blumenau’s 
Creative Design in Wall Hangings: Weaving Patterns Based on Primitive and Medieval 
Art. Irene Emery Primary Structures of Fabrics (1966)55 was particularly influential, and 
other books in this category include Joanne Mattera’s Navajo Techniques for Today’s 
                                                
54 Helen Augur, “Serapes of Oaxaca,” Craft Horizons 12, no. 2 (March/April 1952): 35-
39); Ruth Boyer, “Band Weaving Among the Yoruba of Nigeria,” Craft Horizons 24, no. 
6 (November/December 1964): 28-9; Ed Rossbach, “The Hand-Blocked Textiles of 
Persia,” Craft Horizons 33, no. 1 (February 1973): 54-55; and Mel Someroski, “The 
Hemp Weavers of Dumbara,” Craft Horizons 33, no. 3 (June 1973): 34-37.  
55 Ibid, 2.  
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Weaver (1975); Ulla Nass’s Weaves of the Incas (1980); Lydia Van Gelder’s Ikat (1980); 
and Jean Wilson and Jan Buren’s Weaving You Can Wear (1973) (Figure 1.6). 
 Even scholarly exhibition catalogues frequently slip into the language of the how-
to manual, as their descriptions of textiles’ structural elements are often so descriptive 
that they could double as DIY instructions. Take this representative passage from Rowe’s 
Warp-Patterned Weaves of the Andes:  
 In the Cuzco area twill-woven tapes are made on treadle looms which have wefts 
 dyed with the ikat method (Fig. 14). A skein of yarn to be used for weft is dyed in 
 four or more different colors, each color occurring only once in the skein. A 
 woman I observed in Combapata who was dyeing skeins in this fashion used 
 pieces of plastic tied around the skein to reserve large areas. Chemical dyes were 
 used. When woven into bands 3 cm. wide the effect is simply that of weft stripes 
 extending about 1 cm. along the warp. The ikat technique in this case is simply a 
 device to avoid changing bobbins so frequently during weaving.56 
 
The tense of the passage gives the impression that Rowe is guiding the reader through the 
steps of an ongoing project. Precise measurements theoretically enable a reader to 
replicate the process at home, and the final line reads as practical advice for a weaver 
who likewise wishes to avoid the hassle of frequent bobbin changes.  
 This conflation between DIY manual and art history and criticism is significant, 
because the feminized perception of fiber as an amateur, domestic pursuit often served as 
the basis for its dismissal by contemporary art critics and curators.57 For this reason, 
Zeisler, Hicks, Rossbach, and their peers resisted identification with the popular macramé 
craze and its associated DIY literature. Zeisler, for one, was careful to divorce her work 
from its ornamental interpretation by emphasizing that she used “knotting as 
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construction,” unlike the structurally identical process of macramé that she called a 
“decorative knot.”58 Yet even if one respects the conventional divide between art and 
craft, recourse to cultural appropriation can be a feature of both modes, for hobbyists and 
professional artists alike were interested modeling their own work on non-Western, 
Native American, and South American textiles, both historical and contemporary. 
 Though most fiber artists do not deserve the amateur label that many critics 
ascribed to them, many of them were amateurs in the arena of anthropology. Collecting 
and traveling were two common modes by which artists informally gathered cultural 
inspiration for their own work. The rise of tourism during this era facilitated easy 
exposure to previously inaccessible cultural domains. For example, Dutch artist Ria van 
Eyk’s trip to the American Southwest introduced her to Native American motifs, which 
recurred throughout works of the 1980s such Kleurentotem (Color Totem), 1983/1986 
(Figure 1.7).59 Its chevron pattern, leather-like fringe, and vertical totem-pole structure all 
evoke popular perceptions of Native American clothing and architecture. International art 
exhibitions such as the Lausanne Biennial also encouraged travel and exchange among 
artists from different countries. A survey of Biennial participation from 1962 through 
1989 indicates that of the 555 representatives during these years, 83 were from the United 
States, 77 from France, 55 from Japan, and 54 from Poland.60 In terms of collecting, 
Françoise Grossen began accumulating objects while teaching French in Congo early in 
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her career.61 Souvenirs and postcards from this trip and subsequent travels adorn the desk 
space of her otherwise minimally decorated New York loft, underscoring the importance 
of these items as sources of artistic inspiration (Figure 1.8).62 Fellow fiber artist Diane 
Itter collected quilts, Navajo and Oriental rugs, baskets, antique American furniture, 
artwork, and pottery.63 As this dissertation will show, collecting was a key component of 
Zeisler’s methodology as well. Through collecting, traveling, reading, and publishing, 
fiber artists developed approaches to historical and global textiles that were conditioned 
by popular, informal modes of anthropological inquiry.  
 
Intersections of Art and Anthropology 
 The fusion of academic and popular anthropology was not unique to the field of 
fiber; artists working in other media during the 1970s similarly adapted anthropological 
ideas to their own aesthetic and critical work. Yet as with fiber artists, their applications 
of anthropological concepts and methods were not always straightforward. In his 1996 
essay “The Artist as Ethnographer?” Hal Foster asked, “What misrecognitions have 
passed between anthropology and art and other discourses?”64 This section does not seek 
to resolve these disciplinary misunderstandings; rather, it aims to illuminate moments 
where anthropology entered the contemporary art discourse to help artists arrive at a 
personal understanding of anthropological ideas.  
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 “Misrecognitions” concerning other cultural traditions were prevalent during the 
high modernist 1940s and 1950s, setting a precedent that artists and curators were forced 
to contend with in subsequent decades. As revisionist art historians Ann Gibson, Michael 
Leja, and W. Jackson Rushing have discussed in detail, the Abstract Expressionists’ art 
and writings were rife with inaccurate and exploitative illusions regarding the “primitive” 
and “irrational.”65 Artists contented themselves with varying degrees of accuracy when 
approaching the cultural production of other cultures. Mark Rothko and Adolph Gottlieb 
professed a vague “spiritual kinship with primitive and archaic art” in their now-infamous 
letter to the New York Times.66 Rothko’s drafts emphasize this continuity between 
primitive and modern. He attests, “[t]he affinities between modern art and the archaic are 
too obvious to need proof. That the birth of this art should so often recall either the forms 
or the spirit of Negro Sculpture and the archaic Aegean civilization is too persistent [to be 
an] accident and to unremunerative to be affectation.”67  
 Barnett Newman took a more anthropological, research-driven approach to the 
topic, organizing the exhibition Pre-Columbian Stone Sculpture for the Wakefield 
Gallery (1944) and Northwest Coast Indian Painting (1946) for the Betty Parsons 
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Gallery, both in New York. 68 Nevertheless, despite engaging more closely with actual 
concrete histories and examples, Newman betrayed a primitivist outlook, evident in his 
review of a Pre-Columbian art exhibition: “They (the works on display) were no longer 
the historical curiosities of a forgotten people. Rather, they were the sublime creation of 
highly sophisticated artists with the same doubts, the same wonderings, and the same 
searching for salvation, that same indomitable courage which activates men of spirit 
today. Here indeed was the expression and preoccupation with the problems of our own 
spirit.”69 By emphasizing the antiquity of these objects and valuing them for what they 
offer contemporary American artists, Newman fails to acknowledge the autonomy of Pre-
Columbian artists, or the contemporaneity of the present-day Peruvians who inherited 
their legacy. 
 For the purposes of understanding 1960s and 1970s fiber art, it is also important 
to acknowledge Leja’s distinction between the first wave of primitivists—Paul Gauguin, 
Pablo Picasso, André Derain, Ernst Ludwig Kirchner, Constantin Brancusi, Amedeo 
Modigliani, Alberto Giacometti, and André Masson—from the Abstract Expressionists 
and later generations of artists seeking to deploy primitivism as a means of connecting to 
their modernist precursors. According to Leja, “Artists who wanted to attach themselves 
to the great modern tradition being described and promoted by Alfred Barr and the 
Museum of Modern Art could signify that ambition through reference to primitivism.”70 
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For fiber artists working in a medium that carried a long legacy of high-art exclusion, but 
that also possessed a deep history in cultures favored by modern artists, primitivism 
offered a strategy for attaining art-world acceptance for fiber art. For women artists 
working in a medium that was also denigrated for its feminine associations, primitivism 
also provided a means for displacing discussions of difference away from gender and 
onto the unenlightened yet more established modernist discourse of race and ethnicity. 
Zeisler and Hicks would have been well aware of these modernist tendencies from their 
training with Alexander Archipenko and Josef Albers, respectively. Therefore, for 
Zeisler, Rossbach, Hicks, and many of their peers working in fiber, entrenched notions of 
damaging artistic primitivism persisted alongside a more progressive desire for genuine 
understanding and research. 
 These kinds of tensions also posed challenges for historians and curators 
attempting to historicize primitivist production. Robert Goldwater’s 1938 book 
Primitivism in Modern Art, republished in 1966, reified normative accounts of modernist, 
formalist primitivism. By dividing his book into thematic sections—“Romantic” 
(Gauguin and the Fauvism), “Emotional” (German Expressionism), “Formal” (Picasso), 
and “Unconscious” (Dada and Surrealism)—he perpetuated a model whereby so-called 
primitive art was valued and classified solely based upon its utility for Western modern 
artists.71 It was not until the 1980s that curators began to pose substantial challenges to 
this mainstream view. In 1984, William Rubin organized the controversial exhibition 
“Primitivism” in 20th Century Art: Affinity of the Tribal and Modern at the Museum of 
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Modern Art, New York (Figure 1.2).72 The quotation marks delimiting the word 
“primitivism” suggested the organizers’ awareness that modern European artists 
exercised power and privilege when they appropriated the African, Oceanic, and Native 
American styles on display, but critics argued that the exhibition did not follow through 
with this critical framework.73 Among other criticisms, the show was taken to task for its 
atemporality.74 Significantly, it was an anthropologist—Thomas McEvilley—who made 
this point in his important response to the show in his Artforum essay, “Doctor, Lawyer, 
Indian Chief.”.75 In his view, “[c]learly the organizers of the show want to present 
Modernism not as an appropriative act but as a creative one.”76 The show could be 
considered MoMA’s reaction to protect the timeless values it assigned to its modernist 
collection against the rise of postmodernist relativism brought on by the pluralist 1970s.77 
 McEvilley exchanged letters with Rubin and Varnedoe, a conversation that led 
Jean-Hubert Martin to organize Magiciens de la terre at the Centre Pompidou, Paris, five 
years later. Once again, Martin uses a comparative model pairing approximately fifty 
Western and fifty non-Western artists, this time in attempt to break down notions of 
center and periphery by devoting equal attention to these two groups. However, Martin 
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was criticized for enacting the role of curator-explorer and employing anthropologists 
and ethnographers as part of his team, implicitly reducing the work of non-Western 
contributors to the status of artifact rather than art.78 As the curatorial debates of this 
period make clear, the art world of the 1980s—to say nothing of the 1960s and 1970s—
had much work to do toward reaching global artistic equality. Zeisler, Rossbach, and 
Hicks’s own successes and failures in this regard must be considered as part of this larger 
historical struggle to find ethical ways of dealing with difference in the art world.  
 Though professional anthropologists may have aimed for a more objective 
approach than those in the creative professions of artmaking and curating, they were not 
immune from modernist romanticism. In “The Anthropologist as Hero,” Susan Sontag 
critiques the discipline through the example of Claude Lévi-Strauss’s Tristes tropique, an 
“intellectual autobiography” of his field research in Brazil.79 Published in 1955 in France, 
it was translated into English in 1961.80 Sontag identifies in Lévi-Strauss the same 
primitivizing tendencies that defined the American avant-garde. Not unlike Abstract 
Expressionist painters, Lévi-Strauss approached the Other as a means to shape and situate 
his own modernist subjectivity. According to Sontag, the anthropologist “not only the 
mourner of the cold world of the primitives, but its custodian as well. Lamenting among 
the shadows, struggling to distinguish the archaic from the pseudo-archaic, he acts out a 
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heroic, diligent, and complex modern pessimism.”81 Put bluntly, “Anthropology is 
necrology. ‘Let’s go and study the primitives,’ say Lévi-Strauss and his pupils, ‘before 
they disappear.’”82  
 For Lévi-Strauss, then, the neutrality of anthropology was an effort to mask an 
underlying romanticism and colonialism toward his Brazilian subjects. He achieves this 
through a methodology of “extreme formalism and intellectual agnosticism…played off 
against an immense but thoroughly subdued pathos.”83 Sontag’s postcolonial perspective 
reveals how in the discipline of anthropology—as in the arts—formalism can be used as a 
tool for obscuring the imbalances of power implicit in describing or appropriating other 
cultures. Her view is important for understanding the artists discussed in this dissertation, 
because they extend Lévi-Strauss’s exoticism to a degree, yet depart from his model of 
“necrology” by recognizing other cultures as vibrant, living, and evolving.  
 In contrast to Lévi-Strauss’s romantic historicism and the American modernists’ 
atemporality, other anthropologists such as Victor Turner and Clifford Geertz proposed 
more situated research models.84 Following these other strains, conceptual artist and 
theorist Joseph Kosuth advised artists to shift the focus of anthropological inquiry to the 
contemporary world. He studied anthropology with Stanley Diamond and Bob Schulte at 
the Graduate Faculty for Social Research of the New School, New York, and quotes them 
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frequently in his own work.85 These scholars were associated with emergent forms of 
“engaged anthropology” that reacted against the implicit privilege embedded in Lévi-
Strauss’s detached posture.86 Though the concerns of engaged anthropologists vary, 
Diamond and Schulte advocated for researchers to become more aware of their own 
impact on the cultures they study, as well as to consider who benefits from their research, 
either directly or indirectly.87 Kosuth echoes these concerns in his 1975 essay, “The Artist 
as Anthropologist.” He observes, “Because the anthropologist is outside of the culture 
which he studies he is not a part of the community. This means whatever effect he has on 
the people he is studying is similar to the effect of an act of nature. He is not part of the 
social matrix.”88 In the figure of the artist, Kosuth finds an antidote to the 
anthropologist’s alienated position vis-à-vis their object of study: 
 Whereas the artist, as anthropologist, is operating within the same socio-cultural 
 context from which he evolved. He is totally immersed and has a social impact. 
 His activities embody the culture. Now one might ask, why not have the 
 anthropologist, as a professional, ‘anthropologize’ his own society? Precisely 
 because he is an anthropologist. Anthropology, as it is popularly conceived, is a 
 science. The scientist, as a professional, is dis-engaged. Thus it is the nature of 
 anthropology that makes anthropologizing one’s own society difficult and 
 probably impossible in the terms I am suggesting here…It is the pervasiveness of 
 ‘artistic-like’ activity in human society—past or present, primitive or modern, 
 which forces us to consider closely the nature of art.89  
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In other words, engagement and participation—perhaps even creativity—are necessary 
for anthropological understanding. In extending the anthropologist’s roles and 
responsibilities beyond the traditional parameters of the discipline, Kosuth also accords 
with the engaged anthropologist view that “whoever adopts and furthers the tradition has 
precedent for claiming a part in it and invoking the name.”90 Indeed, in the important 
anthology Reinventing Anthropology from 1969, Dell Hymes questioned the definition 
and necessity of academic anthropology as it was currently being practiced, suggesting 
that it should be opened up to practitioners in other fields. In response to his book’s title, 
Reinventing Anthropology, he writes, “Each anthropologist must reinvent it, as a general 
field, for him or herself, following personal interest and talent where best they lead.”91 
Following Hymes, the diversification of anthropological perspectives during the 1970s 
opened up the possibility Zeisler, Rossbach, Hicks, and other fiber artists to be 
understood as performing aspects of anthropological inquiry, even if their research took 
place through non-academic pursuits such as collecting, traveling, and artmaking.  
 Two other aspects of Kosuth’s statement are particularly relevant to fiber art of 
the 1970s, especially as practiced by Zeisler, Rossbach, and Hicks. First, these artists 
betray varying degrees of awareness concerning their own roles and responsibilities in 
their intercultural exchanges with people, objects, and histories. Whereas Lévi-Strauss 
saw himself “groaning among the shadows,”92 these artists sought active cultural 
participation, whether they were engaging with their own American society or that of 
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another region. This leads to the second pertinent point from Kosuth’s essay: these artists 
not only study the “other” following anthropological precedent, but also “anthropologize” 
their own US society in accordance with the discipline’s contemporary trends. As craft 
critic Rose Slivka theorizes, “It is the nature of the craftsman to be involved with the 
actual materials of his world. The sheer diversity of the discarded has captured his eye, 
and compelled him to invest it with new life-giving values.”93 This perspective is evident, 
for instance, in Rossbach’s frequent adoption of the detritus of US culture in 
improvisational sculptures, such as a folded newspaper work from 1974 (Figure 1.9). 
 Such “engaged anthropology” was also practiced by feminists seeking to recover 
women’s formerly overlooked domestic production. In Judy Chicago’s epic Dinner Party 
installation from 1976 to 1979, each place setting was collaboratively constructed using 
craft techniques ranging from ceramics to embroidery to beading. Similarly, Miriam 
Schapiro pioneered a fabric collage technique that she named “femmage,” defined as “a 
word invented by us to include all…activities as they were practiced by women using 
traditional women's techniques to achieve their art-sewing, piecing, hooking, cutting, 
appliquéing, cooking and the like—activities also engaged in by men but assigned in 
history to women.”94 These 1970s practices also provided the impetus for art historical 
studies such as Roszika Parker’s The Subversive Stitch: Embroidery and the Making of 
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the Feminine, which appeared during the following decade.95 Parker and Chicago’s focus 
on the refined pursuit of needlework is paradigmatic of the white, upper- and middle- 
class bias of 1970s feminism more widely. Efforts to redeem so-called “women’s work” 
were largely driven by the upper and middle classes, and were directed at the European 
and American textile histories that had doubled as mechanisms of oppression and agency 
for these comparatively privileged groups.  
 Critics began to point out the racial inequalities within the feminist movement 
during the 1980s. Gloria Anzaldúa, bell hooks, Audre Lorde, Chandra Talpade Mohanty, 
Gayatri Spivak, Trinh T. Minh-ha, and many others challenged the Eurocentricity of 
second-wave feminism and its universalization of white middle-class experience, calling 
for more inclusive models of activism that recognized the differences between women in 
different parts of the world.96 Bringing this critique into the realm of craft and domestic 
labor, African American Feminist art historian Michele Wallace pointed out, “‘women’s 
work’ continues to mean very different things depending upon your age, your race, your 
sexuality, your economic status, and whether it was you or your grandparents or your 
great-grandparents who came to this (American) country as immigrants, or your ancestors 
who came here as slaves, or your ancestors who have always been here.”97 Women’s 
labor within different societies is not only different in kind, but also in degree. Though 
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women in the United States and Europe deal with unacceptable forms of sexism and 
discrimination, the issues facing women in many countries are much more dangerous, 
such as restricted access to education and voting rights, sexual trafficking, unsafe health 
conditions, physical abuse, and unpaid and exploitative labor within and outside the 
home.98 Globalization has heightened many of these asymmetries, as wealthier women 
have benefitted from commerce that exploits women in the third world. Under these 
conditions, any understanding of fiber in relation to a generalized notion of “women’s 
work” is not only impossible, but unethical. 
 In the face of marginalization by white, middle-class feminists during the 1970s, 
African American women artists asserted their own suppressed experiences and histories. 
In the media of fiber and fabric alone, African American women such as Xenobia Bailey, 
Faith Ringgold, and Barbara Chase-Riboud made vital contributions (Figure 1.10). It is 
important to take their calls for racial equity seriously and redress them moving forward, 
but as feminist art historian Amelia Jones reminds us, it is equally necessary not to make 
absolute generalizations about the character of either 1970s or 1980s feminism. She 
advises, “it should be stressed that the now commonly held assumption that 1970s 
feminism simply ignored issues of race is not accurate.”99 Such a view would not only 
sideline the work of women artists of color during this period, but would also 
oversimplify the complex motivations and effects of efforts and collaborations made with 
and by white and male allies. Though such efforts were regrettably rare and often 
reproduced aspects of the same racial and gender hierarchies that individuals sought to 
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undermine, these tensions and complexities are the very reason that such interactions 
warrant further critical analysis.  
 One such interracial collaborative effort was the New York art collective 
Heresies, which published articles on race as well as a special issue, “Racism is the 
Issue” (1982).100 The editors brought these racial concerns to bear on the issue of craft at 
a much earlier date in their 1978 special issue, “Women’s Traditional Arts, The Politics 
of Aesthetics.” In terms of content, format, and methodology, the publication resembled 
some of the popular anthropological literature produced in the fiber field (Figure 1.5). 
Yet in keeping with Kosuth’s call for an engaged anthropology in art, as well as with the 
feminist tradition of consciousness-raising, many of contributors to this Heresies issue 
wrote from a first-person perspective rather than a neutral stance of scholarly objectivity. 
For example, in “Political Fabrications: Women’s Textiles in 5 Cultures” (Figure 1.3), 
contributors Jean Feinberg, Lenore Goldberg, Julie Gross, Bella Lieberman, and 
Elizabeth Sacre take several steps to explore their own positions for themselves and for 
their readers.101 Following a co-authored introduction articulating their shared thesis that 
“women’s traditional art has been defined as craft or ‘low’ art” and “this ascribed status 
of women’s art is political,”102 they offer a section subtitled “Personal sources for our 
exploration” in which each author’s candid statement is identified by her initials and a 
hand-drawn swatch of her textile of focus. Goldberg openly admits, “As an artist in this 
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eclectic age, my interest in women’s traditional arts is filtered through exotic, romantic 
notions of other cultures.”103 Recognizing this reality is the first step toward her goal of 
finding agency for the Chilkat women she studies. Though not all authors expressed the 
same degree of introspection as the Heretics, anthropological research appears to be a 
strategy that many well-intentioned men and women used in an effort to demarginalize 
other racial and ethnic artistic production, even as such inquiries were always delimited 
by their own privileged perspective.104  
 Similar racial tensions mark the primarily white American Pattern and Decoration 
movement, which prided itself on its global, ethnically inclusive outlook. According to 
one of the group’s main proponents, critic John Perreault, “once we get rid of our bias 
against Third World art, ‘decorative’ art, and traditional women’s art, we may be able to 
break down the superficial elitism of Western abstract art.”105 Pattern and Decoration 
artists Jane Kaufman, Joyce Kozloff, Kim MacConnel, Valerie Jaudon, Robert Kushner, 
Miriam Schapiro, and Robert Zakanitch strove toward this goal by employing ornamental 
designs and materials such as tile and fabric. For example, Kozloff’s Tile Wainscott, 
1971-1981 (Figure 1.11), is composed of intricate, geometric patterns inspired by 
Mexican and Islamic precedents.106 Much like Zeisler, Rossbach, and Hicks, Jaudon and 
her peers acquired knowledge of foreign traditions through local research and exhibitions, 
such as the Metropolitan’s 1975 renovation of its Islamic art galleries, or through leisure 
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and research trips. Kaufman ventured to Morocco; Kozloff visited Mexico and Morocco; 
and Kushner traveled to Turkey, Iran, and Afghanistan.107  
 Many American artists of the 1970s were very vocal about the social and political 
dimensions of their art, but Zeisler, Rossbach, and Hicks are notable exceptions. Hicks 
does not openly subscribe to a feminist agenda.108 Similarly, Zeisler responded to a critic 
who compared her work to women’s anatomy by saying, “I don’t see it. At least I am not 
conscious of any sexual overtones.”109 Elissa Auther hypothesizes that deflections such as 
these were part of fiber artists’ larger strategy to acquire recognition as fine artists, 
requiring them to disavow the non-artistic, feminine associations of their media.110 
Nevertheless, these works were created in gendered contexts, and they betray feminist 
features that cannot be ignored. Art historian Cynthia Fowler has reconciled the 
undeniably feminist dimensions and contexts of Hicks’s art with the artist’s neutral 
statements by invoking fellow feminist art historian Helena Reckitt, who argues that 
women artists may deny the gendered dimensions of their work, yet “this should not 
mean, however, that their work is necessarily ‘not feminist,’ that it has not influenced 
feminist artists, or cannot be interpreted from a feminist perspective.”111 Put differently, 
works may carry an “implicit feminism (that) contradicts the artist’s words.”112 Building 
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on this approach, I would add that “implicit feminism” and other forms of social critique 
are particularly effective when voiced through fiber, especially for viewers who are 
attuned to the physical and semiotic capacities of the material itself. 
 
 
Primitivism 2.0: Theories of Cultural Appropriation 
 The phrase “cultural appropriation” has become a vernacular buzzword in the 
twenty-first century, arguably taking up many of the theoretical functions that the term 
“primitivism” once performed. Cultural appropriation can be defined as “the taking—
from a culture that is not one’s own—of intellectual property, cultural expressions or 
artifacts, history and ways of knowledge.”113 However, the concept encompasses 
heterogeneous practices and meanings, so much so that the plurality of interpretive 
possibilities is noted by many of the theorists who attempt to define it. In their 
definitions, Jonathan Hart, James O. Young, and Bruce Ziff and Pratima V. Rao all note 
that a challenge of defining cultural appropriation is its reliance on the indeterminate term 
“culture.”114 The word “appropriation,” too, can refer to a broad spectrum of practices 
ranging from the literal theft of objects to the abstract reworking of sounds, symbols, and 
patterns.  
 Despite diverging definitions, all acts of cultural appropriation share a common 
feature: they are inherently relational, involving exchanges between people and 
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communities. To describe the asymmetry of these relationships, Susan Haley, Young, 
Ziff, and Rao counterpose the terms “inside(rs)” and “outside(rs)” to respectively refer to 
the victims of cultural appropriation, with their firsthand knowledge of their own culture, 
and the appropriators, who penetrate it from the exterior.115 While this language 
progressively reverses normative constructions of periphery and center, such 
formulations also risk perpetuating binaries between insiders and outsiders, victims and 
oppressors, without imagining areas of overlap or interstice. This poses problems for the 
present study in particular, and the field of cultural studies more broadly, as many acts of 
cultural appropriation exist in these overlooked ideological terrains.  
 Deborah Root believes that the problem of binarism in cultural appropriation 
stems in part from popular North American texts—films, television shows, novels—that 
position colonizers and colonial subjects in dualistic terms. As a case study, she examines 
how the Western film genre prompted 1960s white American “hippies” and their 
antecedents to appropriate the costumes, décor, and religions of Native Americans. Root 
argues that in Western romances, viewers are given only two subject positions to 
emulate: the victorious white cowboy, icon of imperial power, or the noble “Indian” 
underdog. Therefore, viewers who wish to reject the role of oppressor only see one option 
available in their visual culture: “going native” and appropriating the styles and material 
culture of Native Americans. In reality, Root contends, there have been white allies and 
mediators throughout history who resisted manifest destiny, but these roles have not been 
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properly represented in popular imagery and thus cannot inform a nuanced politics of 
solidarity.  
 This binary model of cultural appropriation is fueled not only by negative 
stereotypes about the Other, but also by equally one-dimensional stereotypes about white 
culture as “the dead, shopping-mall culture of our time.”116 Writing in the personal voice 
to account for her own complicity, Root reflects how during the hippie era in which this 
dissertation is set,  
 Native culture, or more properly, the bogus version of Native culture that existed 
 in the white imagination, came to stand for authenticity and redemption. Many of 
 us appropriated the most superficial and hackneyed marks of this romance—
 beads, feathers, fringe—as a means of displaying our opposition to our own 
 cultural background and the flatness and hideous pastels of suburbia.117  
 
In light of this, “appropriation becomes [the] only escape, and it becomes impossible for 
[whites] to imagine standing side by side with Native people as equals.” In other words, 
many well-intentioned members of dominant groups turn to appropriation because they 
cannot find viable forms to protest their dominant order from within.  
 Though this scholarship sheds light on the mechanics of cultural appropriation, 
the discourse on this term has not yet matched the critical edge of earlier postcolonial 
scholarship. Hart, Young, Ziff, Rao, and Root’s major anthologies on cultural 
appropriation first appeared twenty years ago, and it is striking that subsequent post-
colonial studies have not centered around this term even as it has gained traction in social 
media discourse. Moreover, these authors have already diluted post-colonial theory 
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sources as a means of explaining it to a reader third-hand. The critical conversation on 
cultural appropriation is dominated by white voices, suggesting that they may be reacting 
against postcolonial studies under the guise of extending it. In other words, authors on 
cultural appropriation often theorize the implications that postcolonial interventions hold 
for white agency, making their work relatively defensive and reactionary. The primary 
theorists that undergird the field – Gayatri Spivak, Frantz Fanon, Homi Bahba, and 
Edward Saïd –offer much more effective dissections of postcolonial hierarchies. 
 However, if theories function as tools that are individually selected to perform 
distinct tasks, then hard postcolonial theory may be too polarizing to analyze the well-
intentioned cultural appropriations made by Zeisler, Rossbach, and Hicks. In many ways, 
Hart, Young, Ziff, Rao, and Root offer more fitting frames for understanding fiber artists’ 
ambiguous relationships to cultures that are not their own, because these authors likewise 
seek to understand the ways in which might responsibly navigate their constantly 
hybridizing global society from their position of a whiteness. Ultimately, the imperfect 
ability of both postcolonial and cultural appropriation discourses to illuminate the cultural 
dynamics working in postwar fiber art underscores the need for case studies such as those 
that will follow.
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CHAPTER TWO 
 
Cultural Appreciation and Appropriation: Claire Zeisler’s Modernism 
 
________________ 
 
 In 1985, Claire Zeisler posed in her Chicago apartment for a feature in Fiberarts 
magazine (Figure 2.1). Though oversized black sunglasses partially shielded her facial 
expression, her folded arms and slight smirk betrayed the famously playful personality 
that friend and textile designer Jack Lenor Larsen described as an “integration of 
confident adult and mischievous sometimes shy child.”118 These enigmatic aspects of 
Zeisler’s character were mirrored in the equally eclectic range of artwork that formed the 
backdrop behind her: a delicate Alexander Calder stabile was balanced in front of the 
stately fireplace, rows of patterned baskets lined the gallery-white walls, and a wooden 
head from New Hebrides that once topped a slit gong instrument stood formidably beside 
her. An independently wealthy woman with an estate augmented by two marriages, 
Zeisler collected in her youth and adopted artmaking seriously in her seventies with 
minimal formal training. Her patronage and social influence supplemented her creative 
output to make her a major figure in the city’s art scene both before and after World War 
II.  
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 Despite the apparent incongruity of the artifacts illustrated in Fiberarts, whose 
origins were separated by thousands of miles and several centuries, Zeisler stated in the 
accompanying article, “If you’re true to yourself as a collector, there’s a thread that runs 
through everything. If someone knows me well enough they can follow that thread.”119 
Zeisler returned to the metaphor of thread throughout her career, not only to articulate the 
connections between objects within her collection, but also to express the complex 
relationship between the artworks she collected and those that she made herself. “All 
these things—the baskets and the primitive things—must influence my work, but I don’t 
know how,” she stated. “I have no idea. I mean, there has to be a thread running through 
it all. But I don’t see the thread. Do you?”120 
 Initially, the answer to Zeisler’s open-ended question may seem obvious: the 
conceptual “thread” is literal thread. The material pervades all areas of her multifaceted 
collection, assuming myriad forms. One part of her collection, which she labeled with the 
now-outmoded term “primitive,” was comprised of anonymous works from Africa, 
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Oceania, and the Americas. Many of these pieces are articulated through various textile 
processes: tightly-wrapped laces bind a bundle of nkisi feathers (Figure 2.2); tufts of 
shaggy animal fur form the beard of a Native American wooden kachina (Figure 2.3); 
and stiff reeds coalesce into the human features of a woven Oceanic mask (Figure 2.4). 
European and American modernist paintings, and to a lesser extent, sculpture, formed 
another significant portion of Zeisler’s collection. Though the only physical fibers in 
many of these works are the warp and weft of the woven canvas, artists including Paul 
Klee, Joan Miró, and Franz Kline invoked fibers by miming the linear curves of string or 
calling attention to the grain of the supporting textile. Zeisler also kept pace with the 
developments of the second half of the twentieth century, and a mixed-media string 
collage study for Christo’s Wrapped Couch (Figure 2.5) from her estate are more recent 
examples of Zeisler’s enduring interest in the artistic possibilities of thread. 
 In turn, the material threads in Zeisler’s collection find analogues in the fibers of 
her own sculptures, which take the form of cascading “spills” of sisal, hemp, and cut 
leather. A characteristic installation, Totem III (Figure 2.6), features a quartet of columns, 
each formed by a concealed, planar square-knotted core hanging from an equally 
invisible metal armature (Figure 2.7). Into this “wall,” as she termed it, Zeisler and her 
assistants inserted long hemp threads that drop downward in straight lines, splashing into 
random curvilinear piles when they hit the floor.121 A handful of fibers in each element 
are spiral-wrapped in colored yarn to create alternating blue and red racing stripes down 
the sculpture’s central axis. In terms of its sheer variety of treatments—knotted, twisted, 
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freefalling—thread becomes a natural basis of comparison between Zeisler’s art and her 
collection.  
 Yet a shared material could be considered a somewhat superficial means of 
comparing these artworks. Indeed, the ubiquity of textiles across temporal, spatial, and 
economic categories has endowed them with a false sense of universality in the Western 
cultural imagination that persists to the present day. As Beverly Gordon put it in 2013, 
“To be human is to be involved with cloth…No matter where we come from, we interact 
with cloth every day.”122 Zeisler reinforces the universalizing myth of fiber on two levels: 
first, by conflating works with origins as distant as Congo and Peru under the umbrella of 
“primitivism”; and second, by positioning thread as a marker of continuity between these 
cultures and her own immediate reality. Fiber has been a staple in all civilizations, but its 
meanings and functions are culturally contingent. What happens to appropriated works 
when they are de- and recontextualized in relation to Zeisler’s personal artistic narrative, 
first in the form of her collection, then again as influences amalgamated into her fiber 
sculpture? How does Zeisler’s individual practice relate to modernist primitivism and its 
postmodernist reconsideration in the United States?  
 In light of these questions, the clichéd symbolism of a thread seamlessly stitching 
together the various nodes of Zeisler’s cultural activity is far too simplistic. Yet what is 
taken for granted in Zeisler’s commonplace fiber pun is the material complexity of thread 
itself and the range of functions it is able to perform. The metaphor of connective threads 
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suggests a relationship between components that acknowledges similarity, but also 
difference, as stitching preserves the integrity of individual elements even as it unites 
them. What has been bound by thread remains distinct even as it is becomes attached to 
foreign elements, and sewing is a reversible process. Threads can pull or unravel. 
Moreover, Gordon reminds us that while thread is frequently used to suture elements 
together, it also possesses the more ambivalent capacities to bind, obscure, restrain, whip, 
and strangle.123 These multitudinous functions of fiber would not have been lost on 
Zeisler, who acquired an embodied, tactile knowledge of thread’s physical properties 
through her acquisitions, and more importantly, through producing her own art.  
 In his writing on cultural appropriation, literary scholar Jonathan Hart has 
advocated for the usage of such “cross-cultural terms and images to unsettle the relation 
between colonizer and colonized” that has accompanied the institutionalization of 
postcolonialism in the Western academy.124 Hart invokes the textilian metaphor of the 
quipu, an ancient Peruvian recordkeeping system of complex knots, “as a means of 
showing the stress between the nostalgic essentialism of identity politics and the 
displaced hybridity, if not hybrid displacement, of words and art.”125 For Hart, the quipu 
is a complicated language that simultaneously can and cannot be appropriated into 
English. Similar to Hart’s quipu, Zeisler’s threads—both physical and metaphorical—
point to the mediating possibility of communication in a language that belongs to neither 
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the colonizer nor the colonized (or, put differently, has historically circulated between 
both groups and bears the traces of that history). Indeed, one of the main ways in which 
 Zeisler departs from early twentieth-century models of primitivism is that she did 
not translate so-called ethnographic forms into the Anglicized fine-art medium of oil 
paint; rather, she executed her sculptures using the same techniques and materials 
employed to create the original objects. Though no less appropriative than other forms of 
primitivism, this process requires an intimate engagement with her source materials, an 
openness to learn from them, and an appreciation for how they were made, if not always 
for how they were used in their original contexts. Regardless of whether Zeisler was 
aware of the antinomies embedded in her analogy, the deeper, more ambivalent 
interpretation of thread as a language of both oppression and communication, connection 
and disjuncture, sets the stage for the conflicts explored in this chapter. The first section 
delves deeper into these tensions by considering recent theoretical perspectives on 
collecting and cultural appropriation in relation to Zeisler’s own biography. These models 
offer provisional frameworks for conceptualizing the content of Zeisler’s art collection 
and its display, discussed in the second section.  
 Chronology necessitates that an overview of Zeisler’s collection precede a deeper 
exploration of her own art, because Zeisler began collecting nearly thirty years prior to 
launching her artistic career. Moreover, as art historian Mary Caroline Simpson has 
recently observed, collecting was one of Zeisler’s most influential sources of artistic 
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knowledge.126 Her collection thus provides an important foundation for understanding her 
own artistic output. Despite the frequency with which critics, interviewers, reporters, and 
scholars such as Simpson have made this point, few authors have identified specific 
connections between Zeisler’s art and her collection, nor have they described the contents 
of her collection in detail.127 Therefore, this chapter reconstructs the inventory and 
context of her acquisitions to explore their important relationship to her artwork.  
 By borrowing motifs, materials, and techniques from sources beyond Euro-
America, Zeisler rehearses primitivist fantasies of the Other as natural and spiritual, 
thereby aligning her own art with the modernist precursors in her collection. These 
exchanges converge around two main formal concepts: shared material processes; and 
frontal, vertical compositions intended to invoke totems or “fetishes.” In sections devoted 
to each tendency, I suggest that Zeisler drew upon these devices to harness their implied 
humanist themes of dignity, power, and artistry in her own work. In so doing, she 
proposes a sense of solidarity with the makers of these works and the themes they 
express. While from a twenty-first century perspective, it is evident that Zeisler 
paradoxically reasserted the power dynamic between her own social milieu and the 
source cultures of her objects through the process of paying homage to them, her actions 
accord with prevailing anthropological discourses on universal cross-cultural archetypes.  
In fact, Zeisler’s knowledge of her objects’ original contexts and uses was generally 
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limited. Simultaneously embodying progressive and regressive politics, the very 
ambivalence of her approach makes her art an important case study for the light it can 
shed into more nuanced understandings of cultural appropriation, the enduring legacy of 
primitivism, and how these efforts can engender a more progressive politics of solidarity 
in a global age.  
 
 
Collecting as Cultural Appropriation: Theoretical and Biographical Context 
 Zeisler first entered the art world by collecting art rather than making it. 
Following in a long tradition of female patronage that extended from the Medici 
matriarchs to Isabella Stewart Gardner and Peggy Guggenheim, Zeisler initially took up 
collecting as a gender- and class-appropriate framework for asserting her agency, 
independence, and creativity. According to a growing body of literature that Susan M. 
Pearce identifies as “Collection Studies,”128 acts of selection, acquisition, and display can 
serve as modes for self-definition and identity formation. Russell W. Belk and Melanie 
Wallendorf theorize, “Because a collection results from purposeful acquisition and 
retention, it announces identity traits with far greater clarity and certainty than many 
other objects owned.”129 Elsewhere, Belk elaborates that collections do not necessarily 
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correlate to an identity grounded in the collector’s lived reality, but can also express a 
collector’s fantasies about their perceived self-image.130  
 However, these highly subjective aspects of private collecting pose a 
methodological challenge for art historians seeking to build evidence-based arguments 
about collectors’ identities and intentions.131 In her review of the limited literature on the 
psychoanalytic dimensions of collecting, Ruth Formanek explains how early analyses of 
this topic hinged on Freudian interpretations of collecting as anal retention, whereas the 
more recent “relational model” of “Self Psychology” is concerned “with the development 
of a healthy, cohesive, stable sense of self.”132 Rather than stemming from essential, 
inborn drives, the urge to collect and the shape of the collection are determined by a 
matrix of interactions with people and objects over time. Following this framework, 
Zeisler’s collecting activities, and her specific selection of modern European and non-
Western material, can be regarded as attempts to position herself within and against the 
social circumstances of her gender, race, and class. 
 Born in 1903 as Claire Block, the artist has frequently described her upbringing in 
a wealthy Cincinnati family as restrictive and repressive: “I knew there was much more 
to life than what (my parents) had planned for me to see,” she reflected. “I tried 
everything to try and overcome them. It wasn’t easy, I’ve been overcoming them all my 
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life.”133 In 1922 she married Richard Florsheim, heir to Chicago’s Florsheim Shoe 
Company.134 Her descriptions of marriage as an institution echo, and at times, conflate, 
her descriptions about the stifling nature of her upbringing: “You see, my background 
said, you know, “That’s all right to do a little dilettante here and there, but you really are 
a wife and a mother and a social butterfly.”135 Years later, when an interviewer asked her 
about the highlights of her life she laughed, responding, “I can’t say the other highlights 
were marriage!”136 She did, however, single out collecting as one of her greatest 
accomplishments.  
 Zeisler began collecting shortly after her union, and her identity as a collector 
seems to have evolved in tandem with her increased sense of autonomy and 
independence. She explained, “I didn’t (begin collecting) right away, that was 
gradual…because you have to ‘feel’ all that, you see, and I don’t think I ‘felt’ all the 
dangerous art in the beginning.”137 Her use of the phrase “dangerous art” to describe 
avant-garde work by European modernists and from non-Western cultures suggests that 
she considered her collecting activities to be socially subversive. Journalist Christopher 
Lyon is one of the few commentators to explicitly make this implied interpretation when 
he recounts an oft-cited anecdote about how the artist despised the Tiffany glass that 
decorated her childhood home. He writes, “In this memory, the intertwined threads of 
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Zeisler’s collecting activity are already present: self-definition in reaction to socially 
acceptable taste.”138 Lyon’s remark positions Zeisler’s unorthodox connoisseurship as a 
protest against her own family and its elite milieu. Susan Stewart’s insight about how 
individuals use collections to mitigate their living space is relevant here: 
 The collection relies upon the box, the cabinet, the cupboard, the seriality of 
 shelves. It is determined by these boundaries, just as the self is invited to expand 
 within the confines of bourgeois domestic space. For the environment to be an 
 extension of the self, it is necessary not to act upon and transform it, but to declare 
 its essential emptiness by filling it.139 
 
Thus, the physical and psychological parameters of the household paradoxically 
demarcate a space of limitation and expressive possibility. Zeisler’s own description of 
curating her surroundings conforms to Stewart’s model: “I wished to create an 
atmosphere for myself. An environment that said ‘me.’”140 Though Stewart’s description 
of the domestic interior as a lack resonates with Zeisler’s own attitudes toward 
domesticity, it was ironically the inheritance from family and marriage that enabled her to 
collect and consume the objects that symbolized her rebellion. 
 Zeisler initially purchased much of her “dangerous art” from her “mentor” 
Katharine Kuh, who ran a gallery in Chicago from 1935 to 1943 before becoming the Art 
Institute of Chicago’s first Curator of Modern Painting and Sculpture.141 That Kuh’s 
gallery was the target of protest from Chicago’s Society for Sanity in Art group likely 
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lent Zeisler’s purchases additional radical cachet.142 By 1941, Kuh had sold Zeisler Joan 
Miró’s The Policeman (1925) (Figure 2.8) in addition to four works by Paul Klee: Asiatic 
God (1924), Strange Glance (1930), Fleeing Ghost (1929), and In the Magic Mirror 
(1934) (Figures 2.9-2.12).143 These paintings were not only unpopular with the general 
public, but with Florsheim as well. Zeisler often told interviewers how he disapproved of 
her selections and mocked the modernist aesthetics of Picasso and Klee. She recounts that 
she once purchased an ovoid Brancusi stone head: “It was rather an interesting piece, and 
he said, ‘Claire, you can’t bring things like that into my house. My friends can’t 
understand it, they think it’s the worst thing they’ve ever seen and they can’t stand me 
then!’ I had to give it back. But I wouldn’t give up collecting.”144 The frequency with 
which she repeated these and similar anecdotes during her later interviews suggest their 
importance to her artistic development and her deployment of collecting as a form of 
proto-feminist agency.145 
 While Kuh advised major purchases in Chicago, Zeisler amassed much of her 
collection and artistic insight at New York galleries when she accompanied her husband 
there on business trips.146 Though Zeisler credits Kuh and New York dealers with guiding 
her early acquisitions, she also insists that she followed her own tastes, particularly in her 
embrace of non-Western material. She recalls a pivotal visit to Cubist specialist Valentine 
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Dudensing: although he was trying to sell her a pricey Picasso, Zeisler only wished to 
pursue an Oceanic hook on his desk (Figure 2.13, second from left).147 This was her first 
acquisition outside of the Euro-American canon, setting a pattern for her subsequent 
collecting.  
 Zeisler’s growing collection of art from Oceania, Africa, and South America was 
exhibited alongside work by European and American modernists in The Private 
Collection of Mr. and Mrs. Harold M. Florshiem, an exhibition mounted at the Arts Club 
of Chicago in November 1941. The catalogue of this show offers contemporary scholars 
an important glimpse into the state of the collection at that time, as Zeisler sold and 
exchanged works frequently.148 According to the slim pamphlet—which was organized 
by media—the couple owned six additional works by Klee. Additionally, there were five 
paintings by Picasso, including La Couseuse (Woman Sewing) (1910) (Figure 2.14) and 
one each by Fernand Léger, Juan Gris, Léopold Survage, and Arthur Dove.149 A pastel by 
Georgia O’Keeffe was displayed, as were four watercolors by Miró, John Marin, Carlos 
Merida, and Max Ernst, respectively (Figure 2.15). Archipenko was represented by a 
terracotta and a marble, and there were two sculptures by Henry Moore. Finally, the 
exhibition catalogue used the catch-all term “wood-carving” to denote “Three African 
Masks,” “Three Pieces of Oceanic Wood Carvings,” and a “Mayan Buzzard Head.” 
 Zeisler’s decision to turn her attention to non-Western objects may not have been 
motivated solely by taste, but also by the rising costs of European modern painting, a 
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development she lamented.150 Objects marketed as “primitive” were more affordable 
because they held less value than modernist painting in the eyes of the Western art 
market.151 If it is correct to assume that part of Zeisler’s motivation for collecting 
European moderns and Surrealists was to align herself with their radical rejection of 
bourgeois society, then non-Western art was able to perform this same function—perhaps 
even more effectively—as the costs of European modern painting and sculpture became 
prohibitive. However, at the same time that these objects position Zeisler outside of 
mainstream bourgeois society, they also re-entrench her more firmly within it, as the 
acquisition of an object from a culture metonymically perpetuates the owner’s colonial 
dominance over it. By collecting “primitive” art, Zeisler implicitly retains her cultural 
authority, this time through opposition to rather than comparison with the authority of 
European empire.  
 Given Claire Zeisler’s biography as a wealthy white American woman who 
acquired physical goods and symbolic capital from multiple cultures less politically and 
financially enfranchised than her own, any ethical consideration of this aspect of her art 
and collecting practices must necessarily be rooted within the discourse on cultural 
appropriation. Zeisler’s accounts of her distaste for the “hideous pastels” of Tiffany glass, 
and the elite suburban upbringing for which they stood, recalls Deborah Root’s assertion 
quoted in the introduction to this dissertation: 
 Native culture, or more properly, the bogus version of Native culture that existed 
 in the white imagination, came to stand for authenticity and redemption. Many of 
                                                
150 Zeisler, “Afternoon Call-in.”   
151 On the market for African art, see Christopher Burghard Steiner, African Art in Transit 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994). 
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 us appropriated the most superficial and hackneyed marks of this romance—
 beads, feathers, fringe—as a means of displaying our opposition to our own 
 cultural background and the flatness and hideous pastels of suburbia.152 
 
Root’s argument can also be extended to white American appropriations of African, 
South American, and Oceanic sources, and Zeisler broadly employed cultural 
appropriation as an alternative to the bourgeois norms of her upper-class upbringing. Yet 
Root’s example of white hippies appropriating Native American culture specifically 
aligns with Zeisler’s own attraction toward Native American culture. She owned a 
number of Native American objects, including over 300 baskets, several mixed-media 
kachina figures, a number of beaded satchels, moccasins, and a leather jacket (Figure 
2.16). Native American motifs also reverberate in her sculpture, which uses a visual 
grammar of fringe and abstract designs, as in the 1971 Symbolic Poncho (Figure 2.17). 
Perhaps her most representational work, a fringed garment is suggested by suede-toned 
swags of spiral-wrapped jute slung over the shoulders of an anthropomorphic metal 
armature. Her late work pushed this reference even further by utilizing actual fringed 
leather in lieu of thread (Figure 2.18). 
 Moving beyond Zeisler’s individual practice, the hippie’s appropriation of Native 
American forms and other sources perceived as “ethnic” provides an immediate context 
for the fiber art movement that emerged concurrently in the 1960s. The populist macramé 
revival was a direct expression of this tendency, as do-it-yourself craft manuals 
dovetailed with hippie attempts to move outside the mainstream capitalist economy. 
Moreover, fringed and beaded macramé clothing and home accessories constituted “the 
                                                
152 Root, 226. 
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superficial and hackneyed marks”153 of a distorted Native American nostalgia that lent 
counter-cultural currency to white crafters and consumers. As proposed in the 
introduction to this dissertation, the popular macramé revival of the 1960s was not 
discontinuous with the emergence of high fiber art in museums and galleries; rather, this 
distinction is the artificial product of artists’ and scholars’ efforts to secure the latter’s 
aesthetic status and relevance. The suppressed kinship between macramé, hippiedom, and 
museum-quality textiles is made visible in a photograph of artist-made fashion 
accessories commissioned by Chicago’s Edward Sherbeyn gallery (Figure 2.19) in which 
models pose in “ethnic” ponchos, headbands, and faux-tribal jewelry, such as Zeisler’s 
fringed red necklace. Art by Zeisler and her peers can therefore be placed on a continuum 
with other hippie appropriations from Native Americans. Recourse to tribal 
appropriation, both local and global, enabled Zeisler to resist the bourgeois conventions 
of her social standing while simultaneously infusing her fiber work with avant-garde 
status as she expanded her identity to become an artist and individual in addition to being 
a collector and wife. 
 
Collector to Creator: Primitivism and the Politics of Display 
 Zeisler’s evolution from collector to collector-creator was fostered by both 
personal and artistic developments. Florsheim charged Zeisler with desertion following 
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his return from World War II, resulting in divorce in 1943.154 Three years later, she 
married doctor Ernest Zeisler, whom she reports granted her more autonomy to make and 
collect art than Florsheim. 155 In fact, the artist first purchased a small loom as a means to 
occupy her copious free time, though she also received the majority of her formal training 
during this period. She had briefly studied art at Columbia University prior to her first 
marriage, and resumed her education in the 1940s with selected day and evening classes 
at the Institute of Design and the “New Bauhaus,” the Illinois Institute of Art.156 She also 
took private classes with sculptor Alexander Archipenko and weaver Bea Swartchild in 
Chicago, and spent a single summer at Black Mountain College, North Carolina, in 
1946.157  
 Though much has been made of Zeisler’s modernist training, experiential 
knowledge had an equal if not greater impact on her artwork, especially in regard to her 
understanding of non-Western textiles. Following Ernest Zeisler’s death in 1962, she 
embarked on a period of increased international travel, beginning with a visit to Sheila 
Hicks in Mexico that year.158 Hicks reports, “we were fascinated by the bazaars, the 
mercado—going to the popular markets—and looking at things and figuring how they 
                                                
154 “H.M. Florsheim Wins Divorce for Desertion,” Chicago Daily Tribune, May 14, 1946, 
and “H.M. Florsheim, Shoe Firm Head, Secretly Wed,” Chicago Daily Tribune, 
November 28, 1946. 
155 Claire Zeisler, interviewed by Beth Austin, “Claire Zeisler,” Chicago Tribune, 
February 1, 1987.  
156 Mayer Thurman, 15. 
157 On the Black Mountain context, see Jenni Sorkin, “Weaving,” in Leap Before You 
Look: Black Mountain College, 1933-1957, ed. Helen Molesworth (Boston: Institute of 
Contemporary Art/Boston, and New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2015), 
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158 Claire Zeisler, interview with Sheila Hicks, Minneapolis Institute of the Arts, video 
recording, October 13, 1989. 
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were made, and going to the interior regions and poking around.”159 Zeisler affirmed, “I 
was very influenced by Peruvian weaving, but everyone was, and still is.”160 Yet as with 
her statements on her formal training, she is vague about the nature of the influences of 
Peruvian techniques, or how she acquired knowledge of them. Her informal education on 
Peruvian techniques results from an ad-hoc curriculum of books, manuals, museum visits, 
and discussions with other artists.161 Additionally, museum and gallery exhibitions would 
have exposed her to a larger range of non-Western art than her own collection could 
possibly encompass. By lending objects to exhibitions such as Primitive Art from 
Chicago Collections at The Art Institute of Chicago, curated by Allen Wardwell in 1960, 
she would have been able to contemplate her own collection against the art historical 
framework of primitivism. Zeisler’s patronage of cultural institutions, including the Field 
Museum of Natural History, the Hyde Park Art Center, and the African and Indian Art of 
the Americas department of the Art Institute of Chicago, offers further evidence of her 
exposure and commitment to a broad range of multicultural traditions.162 Zeisler also 
likely encountered inspirational art, architecture, and textiles during visits to Colmar, 
France (with Lenore Tawney, 1964), Egypt (1966), Africa (1967, 1973), India (1970), the 
South Pacific (1971), the West Coast of the United States (1973), Afghanistan (with 
                                                
159 Ibid. 
160 Claire Wolf Krantz, “Interview with Claire Zeisler: Confessions of a fiber 
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Hicks, 1974), West Germany (1975), Southeast Asia (1975), and Israel (with Hicks, 
1980).163  
 Living alone after her husband’s death not only gave Zeisler the flexibility to 
travel, but also enabled her transform her Lakeshore Drive apartment into a veritable 
installation, another factor that conditioned the relationship between her collection and 
creations. With white walls, track lighting, and an uncarpeted terrazzo floor, the space 
resembled a gallery more than a residence, and she curated it accordingly (Figures 2.1, 
2.13, 2.20-2.23).164 A view of her living space from 1981 (Figure 2.13) shows an 
arrangement of objects flanked by two sculptures perched on museum-quality pedestals: 
at far left, a wooden head from New Hebrides; at right, a South Pacific shield. Beside the 
head, mirroring its vertical orientation, is the Oceanic hook that initiated Zeisler’s non-
Western collection, its convex face complementing the curved visage of the New 
Hebrides head to its right. This concave, biomorphic profile is echoed in that of the black 
base of Alexander Calder’s stabile Black Tulip, ca. 1949, which rises vertically from the 
floor in a similar fashion to the hook and head. The stabile’s metal charms share a palette 
of rust, mustard, and ink with Robert Rauschenberg’s combine, Satellite, which forms the 
backdrop of the ensemble. Layered paint gives this piece an impression of archaeological 
sedimentation, much like the peeling red pigment on the chin of the New Hebrides 
carving. The painting’s dark drips also seem to be a two-dimensional manifestation of the 
                                                
163 Biography, Rhona Hoffman Gallery, in Camille Cook personal papers; Schlubach, 74. 
164 It appears that Zeisler reinstalled her “exhibits” periodically and/or rearranged her 
artwork expressly for press photographs. Note the different locations of Alexander 
Calder’s Black Tulip and the head of a slit gong from Ambrym, New Hebrides, in the 
views of her living space from 1985 (Figure 2.1) and 1981 (Figure 2.13).  
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shaggy brown fibers sprouting from the stacked circles of the nearby shield. Finally, the 
taxidermied pheasant that playfully struts across the combine’s upper ledge is part of 
Rauschenberg’s assemblage, yet in the context of the collection, it takes on the character 
of spirit animal, not unlike the mummified Egyptian hawk Zeisler also owned (Figure 
2.20). Taken together, this vignette—“part primitive, and part 20th century”—is 
characteristic of Zeisler’s apartment in its disregard for taxonomies of material, 
chronology, or geography.165 
 In bringing together these artifacts to draw out their formal properties, Zeisler 
reconstructed a preexisting conversation between the two poles of her collection. Many 
of the European modernists in her apartment were partially inspired by folk art and non-
Western works very similar to other works in her collection that hailed from Africa, 
Oceania, and South America. To name just one prominent example, Klee, like Zeisler, 
collected non-Western art and drew upon Orientalist fantasies to both inspire his art and 
craft his artistic image. His origin myth rehearses an orientalist enterprise trope of 
masculine adventurer going to find himself in a foreign land, and Zeisler feminizes and 
indigenizes this narrative through acts of consumption, acquisition, and assimilation.166 In 
reconstructing this primitivist dialogue, Zeisler’s display approximates that of the 
Primitivism exhibition in the Museum of Modern Art, New York, which similarly 
juxtaposed modernist works with the type of objects that may have inspired them.  
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 The artwork in her own home freely juxtaposed different objects from multiple 
artistic traditions, but none of her own works entered this visual conversation.167 This was 
accomplished outside of the home in her first two solo shows: Claire Zeisler: Weavings 
and Artifacts from Her Collection, was held at the Chicago Public Library in the spring of 
1962, and a presentation of the same name took place at the Renaissance Society from 
October 9 through November 6, 1962. Both exhibitions juxtaposed Zeisler’s recent 23 
masks, sculptures, armor, and accessories from New Guinea, New Hebrides, New 
Ireland, New Britain, French Sudan, Congo, Liberia, the Cook Islands, and the 
Marquesas Islands, in addition to Native American baskets from California, New Mexico, 
and Arizona (Figures 2.24-2.26).168  
 The display was not designed to provoke one-to-one comparisons as in 
Primitivism or Magiciens de la Terre, but rather to place Zeisler’s own work on the same 
plane as the other objects—at times, literally. An installation view of her presentation for 
the Renaissance Society at the University of Chicago (Figure 2.25) captures a lineup of 
her own hangings interspersed with freestanding objects from her collection set on low 
white plinths. Silhouetted against the same whitewashed walls as her apartment, the 
gallery conditions create a leveling effect that institutionalizes and equates both bodies of 
work. Zeisler’s work from this moment was still loom-woven in double- and triple-
weaves. These Peruvian-derived methods employ two or three wefts, respectively, on a 
single warp to create a multilayered fabric. At the far left, a 61 ¼-inch tall wooden shield 
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from the Asmat of the West Papua region of Indonesia (then Dutch New Guinea) 
prefigures her later columnar sculptures, incised with a patterned relief that approximates 
the raised textures already present on weavings from this period, as in the untitled 
hanging immediately to its right.169 Moving along the wall, a pair of narrow, belt-like 
Zeisler hangings repeat the linear motif of the stela, the distinction being that the former 
achieve their verticality through falling threads. This dynamic of rising and falling, wall-
bound and freestanding, is one of the few markers in the show between Zeisler’s own 
weavings and her collected objects: her own weavings, still bound to the loom at this 
stage of her career, were hung on the walls, while her collection was displayed on 
pedestals and shelves. Continuing into the corner, a conical Sulka pith mask from the 
island of New Britain in Papua New Guinea punctuates Zeisler’s Black Preview and 
another untitled hanging. The open lattice of the Peruvian weaving technique resonates 
formally with the Oceanic Arambak Kammanggabi-wand column, which likewise has 
openings that allow space to circulate.   
 For fellow fiber artist Sheila Hicks, the formal resemblance between Zeisler’s 
collected and created works was so strong that the boundary between them could, at 
times, dissolve altogether. Reflecting upon a visit to Zeisler’s studio in 1989, Hicks 
explained:  
 Some of the pieces…hanging on the pegboard are difficult to identify because 
 they’re mixed into all this New Guinea and Borneo and other artifacts. And so 
 this morning I  gave Claire a quiz as we’re looking across the pegboard: ‘Is this 
 one yours?’ ‘Nope.’ Where was it from? The one with all the straw coming down, 
                                                
169 The exhibition catalogue does not provide titles and dates all the works within the 
three years preceding the exhibition. The Woven Forms catalogue of 1963 listed all 
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 the first one as you come out… Zaire? And then another one: ‘Is this one yours?’ 
 ‘Yes.’ Another one: ‘Is this one yours?’ ‘No, it’s another from another tribe.’ So 
 you see, she has this also anthropological mass of material in which somehow in 
 the development of her own work it’s very closely related and dialoguing in some 
 way with all this collection.170 
 
The undifferentiated display at the University of Chicago recalls Hicks’s insight that 
Zeisler’s studio output was frequently indistinguishable from the non-Western works she 
collected. Therefore, the final display perpetuates a visual slippage between her oeuvre 
and collection that is at the core of the work from its earliest stages of production and 
conception, to its ultimate presentation and public display. 
 Zeisler could have shown her art alongside the European and American modern 
artworks she owned; that she chose instead to contextualize her work against the non-
Western portion of her collection suggests that it served as a foil for positioning her own 
fiber-based oeuvre.171 When Zeisler began working, the tradition of avant-gardism in 
Western textiles was relatively young. The Bauhaus weaving workshop validated fiber as 
a viable format for artistic experimentation, and Zeisler would have been familiar with 
Bauhaus principles from her experience with Anni Albers at Black Mountain and the 
                                                
170 Zeisler, interview with Hicks. 
171 The exhibition press release suggests this was the artist’s own choice: “To show with 
her own work, Mrs. Zeisler has chosen examples of African and Oceanic Sculpture, 
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Paul Klee paintings in her collection.172 As art historian Kay Wells has demonstrated, 
modern artists including Picasso, Miró, and Matisse were also engaged in the textile 
industry, designing compositions to be interpreted in decorative tapestries.173 Wells and 
others have done much to reassert the often-overlooked importance of textiles in the 
formation of European modernism, and though these likely served as useful precedents 
for Zeisler’s generation, the two-dimensionality and pictorialism of these tapestries were 
out of touch with the American artistic debates surrounding post-minimalism, process, 
and abstraction during the 1960s. Moreover, they were still largely circumscribed within 
the same discourse of bourgeois decoration that Zeisler strove to escape. Turning away 
from European precedents, she and other fiber artist’s looked beyond their own borders 
for both technical and ideological frameworks to infuse their work with an avant-garde 
edge. Paradoxically, the very act of moving outside Western traditions for inspiration was 
a way to more firmly entrench work within legible Western art historical discourses, 
specifically, that of primitivism.   
                                                
172 Zeisler, quoted in interview with David Barrie: “I was crazy about abstract painting, 
you see. And I wanted to make my weavings abstract. I think I wanted to do that anyhow 
because maybe. . . . I didn’t know many weavers. I’ve always stayed away from weavers. 
They’re very limited. And I really haven’t wanted to see what the other guy does 
anyhow. But the tradition before the twentieth century was to take what you call cartoons 
from a painter and copy it in wool…In material. And, you see, the twentieth century 
weavers were trying to get away from that tradition. So that’s why I was interested, we’ll 
say color, or texture, or transparency and opaque. Because the triple weave piece that I 
did I set out—I always set out with an idea—even thick-witted I learnt that. I learnt that 
again from that marvelous Bauhaus here.” 
173 Kay Wells, “Tapestry and Tableau: Revival, Reproduction, and the Marketing of 
Modernism” (PhD diss., University of Southern California, 2014). 
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 Indeed, the principles of display underlying Claire Zeisler: Weavings and 
Artifacts from Her Collection have important ramifications in light of contemporary 
debates over the status of fiber in relation to painting and sculpture. Placing her own 
work alongside masks, weapons, baskets, and accessories from Africa, Oceania, and the 
Americas could be seen as a strategy for positioning herself as a fine artist rather than a 
craftsperson. In relation to these objects, Zeisler plays the role of modernist appropriator, 
whereas if she had shown her own hangings alongside the Euro-American moderns she 
owned, she would have been cast in the role of primitive weaver. Therefore, the display 
grants Zeisler access to modernism by associating her work with two earlier generations 
of modern primitivists: early twentieth-century artists such as Paul Gauguin, Pablo 
Picasso, André Derain, Ernst Ludwig Kirchner, Constantin Brancusi, Amedeo 
Modigliani, Alberto Giacometti, and André Masson; and the American Abstract 
Expressionists who, like Zeisler, deployed primitivism in part as a means of identifying 
their painting with the first wave of modernists.  
 Although Zeisler belongs to the same generation as the Abstract Expressionists, 
she is a difficult figure to position within the standard genealogy of American 
modernism, partly because she did not begin making and studying studio art seriously 
until after the movement had peaked. She admired Abstract Expressionism, but her sole 
New York School painting purchase was Franz Kline’s Vawdavitch, 1955 (Figure 
2.27).174 It is tempting to compare the sweeping automatist calligraphy of Kline’s black 
brushstrokes with the equally sweeping, gravity-induced curves of a Zeisler spill like 
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Rosemary, 1968 (Figure 2.28), which shares Kline’s high-contrast monochrome color 
scheme. However, Zeisler’s approach to gesture in her large works was deceptively far 
from the spontaneity of action painting: because she needed to communicate her ideas to 
assistants, every knot had to be planned on graph paper in advance.175 Despite the 
apparent flowing spontaneity of the fibers, their final shape was the result of meticulous, 
slow plotting and knotting. The spontaneity of Abstract Expressionism has roots in 
Surrealist automatism, and Zeisler also drew inspiration from this movement. Her 
collection includes examples of automatist works, such as Miró’s The Policeman and 
Max Ernst’s Paysage au Soleil, but also examples of the illustrational branch of 
Surrealism, exemplified by Victor Brauner’s Turning Point of Thirst (Figure 2.29). 
Zeisler’s own large-scale sculpture, with its emphasis on skill and foresight, is much 
more aligned with the latter’s approach. 
 Instead, the greatest common denominators between Zeisler, the Abstract 
Expressionists, and the Surrealists that partially inspired all three, may be their shared use 
of primitivism to position themselves within the discourse of international modernism by 
locating their practices outside of mainstream society. In his work on the New York 
School’s approach to primitivism, myth, and the unconscious, art historian Michael Leja 
explains, “Artists who wanted to attach themselves to the great modern tradition being 
described and promoted by Alfred Barr and the Museum of Modern Art could signify that 
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ambition through reference to primitivism.”176 Zeisler, who did not consolidate her own 
style until the 1960s, could redouble her primitivist references, as the earlier generation 
of European primitivists were Americanized and refracted through the lens of Abstract 
Expressionism. For fiber artists working in a medium that carried a long legacy of high-
art exclusion, but that also possessed a deep history in cultures favored by modern artists, 
primitivism offered a strategy for attaining art-world acceptance for fiber art. 
 Such validation was Paul J. Smith’s ambition for his group exhibition Woven 
Forms at the Museum of Contemporary Crafts, New York, in 1963.177 The show is 
regarded as a turning point on the field of fiber as a whole, and in Zeisler’s work in 
particular.178 As in her two previous solo exhibitions, Zeisler’s Woven Forms, like those 
of her co-exhibitors, were still loom-based, introducing elements of space primarily 
through protrusions and apertures. Indeed, some objects – such as Black Ritual, 1961—
appeared in both shows (Figure 2.30). As noted in the introduction of this dissertation, 
Smith posits that a key factor in the development of the exhibitors’ sculptural sensibility 
was the “study of historical weaving techniques,” specifically those adapted from Incan 
lap-loom and waist-looms.179 The Incan impact is evident in the flat-woven silk Black 
Ritual’s Peruvian-derived open warp technique, where vertical threads have been 
                                                
176 Michael Leja, Reframing Abstract Expressionism: Subjectivity and Painting in the 
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grouped and separated so as to create gaps within the fabric. These apertures allowed 
light and space to pass through the textile, integrating literal negative space into the 
composition. White paint on the warp threads also created illusions of negative space that 
complicated the viewing experience. Not only did space permeate the weaving; the 
reverse is also true, as the flanks and bulbous crocheted appendages extrude and occupy 
space. The crocheted ends dangled, introducing space and motion between the loose 
strands.180 Thus, the Peruvian technique was pivotal in the transition from two- to three-
dimensional experimental weaving in Zeisler’s art.    
 Zeisler and other American artists did more than borrow forms, techniques, and 
materials from other cultures. In so doing, they also implicitly appropriated the aesthetic 
value systems associated with these images, objects, and practices. In other words, US 
fiber artists of the 1960s and 1970s appropriated non-Western and indigenous American 
art-critical frameworks that accorded textiles a higher artistic status than under their own 
Euro-American framework as a means to validate their own artwork as such. Of course, 
the very premise of a unified non-Western conception of art, particularly one distinct 
from that of the West, is a constructed fiction in its own right, a fantasy that elides 
differences between the cultures grouped under the primitivist umbrella. In these ways, 
Zeisler’s art is a medium-specific response to issues endemic to the field of United States 
fiber as a whole.  
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Technique and Materiality 
 In a rare concrete statement expressing how the non-Western art in her collection 
correlates with her own fiber sculpture, Zeisler identified the emotive capacity of matter 
as the common denominator. “The only way I can see a connection is that [the makers of 
these objects] have reverence for their material,” she attested, “And I have the same 
reverence.”181 One of the artist’s close friends, Chicago-based art critic Dennis Adrian, 
drew a parallel on the same grounds: 
 That many of these things, of course, are eccentric or compound in their structure 
 and the techniques that they exhibit and the variety of materials that they employ, 
 and the strong  spiritual and even mystical suggestions that some of them have, are 
 qualities that Claire has responded to, absorbed into her own temperament, or 
 found a reflection within her own character, and she is able to imbue her own 
 work with.182 
 
From Adrian’s perspective, Zeisler sourced two vague yet identifiable properties from her 
collection: structural complexity and spiritual resonance.  
 It is perhaps not coincidental, then, that Zeisler began to create fiber sculpture in 
the round soon after seeing her own weavings juxtaposed with freestanding sculptures 
and vessels from her own collection (Figures 2.24-2.26). Rather than being positioned 
alongside work by other contemporary weavers who were just beginning to challenge the 
two-dimensional woven plane, as in Woven Forms, here Zeisler’s textiles were 
contextualized against overtly three-dimensional objects. For example, the previously 
discussed view of the exhibition shows a row of five Zeisler hangings interspersed with 
three Oceanic objects: an Asmat Shield from Indonesia, a Sulka pith mask from the 
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island of New Britain in Papua New Guinea, and an Arambak Kammanggabi-wand 
column (Figure 2.25). Placed on low white cubic pedestals, the latter sculptures appear to 
have taken a step forward from the rest of the lineup, presaging the metaphor of “moving 
off the wall” that curators, critics, and artists—including Zeisler—used to narrate the 
sculptural turn in 1960s fiber. In addition, several of Zeisler’s hangings, such as Orange 
Pocket (Figure 2.24) were individually hung on narrow temporary white walls, enabling 
Zeisler to experience her work in the round among the other sculptures anchoring the 
space. 
 More specifically, Zeisler’s collection included textile-specific models whose 
makers achieved volume either partially or fully through fiber, using off-loom techniques 
such as basketry and knitting. Several works in Zeisler’s collection could have served as 
indirect prototypes for using fiber to build form. Among these were textile masks 
displayed in her solo show, including a rattan dance mask from Maprik, New Guinea 
(Figure 2.4); two additional basketry masks, from Dan-N’gere, Liberia, Maprik, New 
Guinea, and Chambri, New Guinea; a knitted Jipae mask from Asmat, New Guinea 
(Figure 2.31); a woven and knitted mask from Congo; a hood mask from Babindji, Congo 
(Figure 2.32); and a Sulka Pith mask from New Britain (Figures 2.21, 2.25, 2.26).183 
Unlike the contemporary weavings by Zeisler and her peers Hicks and Tawney, in which 
a third dimension was introduced through apertures or additions to the woven plane while 
the fabric was being loomed or afterward, the majority of these masks were conceived 
and constructed in three dimensions.  
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 For example, the woven rattan technique used to form stiff fibers into the yam 
festival mask from Papua New Guinea (Figure 2.4) enabled the artist to create a convex 
face while also introducing an element of negative space through the latticed ears and 
headpiece. A different method, molded basketry, enabled the maker of a Salampasu mask 
from Bassalam-Passon, of the Democratic of Congo (Figure 2.33) to achieve the curved 
contours of a human forehead, nose, and cheeks, as well as a rigid pointed hat. This same 
conical form appears in a basketry mask from Sulka pith mask from the island of New 
Britain in Papua New Guinea. These examples anticipate the overall conical profile of 
many of Zeisler’s mature, large-scale freestanding and freehanging sculptures, such as 
Totem III (Figure 2.6). So, too, do several of the Native American baskets in the 
exhibition, many of which were displayed overturned to make them appear convex rather 
than concave (Figures 2.24 and 2.26) 
 Before further exploring the connection between the recurrent approaches to 
material across Zeisler’s art and collection, it is essential to clarify that there is not a one-
to-one relationship between these two groups of objects in terms of technique. The 
structural, three-dimensional properties of Totem III and the other mid-career pillars were 
not generated by knitting or basketweaving, as in the masks, but rather through another 
off-loom technique: knotting. Zeisler protested that there was no particular piece in her 
work that inspired her to take up the knotting technique, which she acquired immediately 
after her debut exhibitions of the early 1960s. 184 While in New York City for the opening 
of Woven Forms in 1963, Zeisler visited weaver Lili Blumeneau’s studio and learned to 
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square-knot from Blumeneau’s Haitian assistant, Spencer Depas.185 She admired the 
technique for its ability to create three-dimensional form, as well as for its practical 
simplicity; the knotting process was conducive to her international travel, because all she 
needed to create artwork on-the-go was “material and a tension,” like a nail or doorknob, 
as opposed to an unwieldy loom.186  
 Through knotting, basketry, and other off-loom techniques, Zeisler and the artists 
represented in her collection use fiber to build form and shape space by resisting the 
force of gravity. However, it is also possible to create sculptural mass by acquiescing to 
gravity’s pull by massing together loose fibers and allowing them to freefall. The 
aforementioned masks are all fringed with shaggy fibers of varying lengths that create 
volume at the base of the masks’ more architectural portion. In this regard, they set a 
precedent for Zeisler’s own mature works, which juxtapose a tightly controlled, densely 
articulated upper portion with an unmoored, cascading base. For example, a Yam Festival 
mask features a beveled, basketwoven body capped with two slanting woven strips, 
dotted with a pair of discs for eyes and skirted with loose layers of unworked fiber 
(Figure 2.32). This same format of careful craftsmanship in the upper register, with raw 
material below, appears again and again in Zeisler’s mature sculptures such as Red 
Wednesday (1967) (Figure 2.34), whose finial is comprised of two densely knotted 
“walls” supported by a concealed metal stanchion. Suspended from these walls are 
strands of raw fiber that drape into a heap on the floor.  
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 Zeisler rejected the term “fringe” to describe this feature of her mature work, 
preferring instead “hair” or “thread.”187 If it seems like a stretch to view the short, shaggy 
“fringe” of the Yam Festival mask as a progenitor of the long, flowing “hairs” of Red 
Wednesday, one must consider that Zeisler did not begin with full-length “spills.” 
Transitional works from the mid-1960s feature shorn threads not unlike those in the 
Sulka pith mask, discussed above. For example, the wall-based sculpture Breakwater 
(Figure 2.35), the work Zeisler cites as her first “spill,” features a fall of fibers raining 
down from the underhang of a tightly knotted ramp.188 Zeisler continued to trim her ends 
until her commission for the First National Bank, Chicago, Red Forest (1971) (Figure 
2.36). She had planned to trim the ends after it was installed, but declined to do so after 
seeing the effect of the fiber pooling on the floor.189 
 The spills find analogues not only in the “primitive” portion of her collection, but 
also in the Surrealist paintings and sculptures she possessed. The biomorphic forms in 
Brauner’s Turning Point of Thirst (Figure 2.29) seem simultaneously flesh and bone, 
solid and liquid, behaving not unlike the fiber in Zeisler’s own “presences.” Brauner 
presents matter that behaves like her fiber fringes in its visualization of mutable 
                                                
187 Zeisler, “Afternoon call-in.” In her words: “I call it hair. I call all of my thread hair. To 
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U-Matic video, 00:35:55 (Chicago: School of the Art Institute of Chicago Video Data 
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materiality – albeit through an illustrative style. The imaginary dream sequence is 
rendered in an incongruously convincing naturalism. The profile of a bone-colored bust, 
silhouetted against a backdrop of inky emptiness, stares aghast at a threatening phallic 
form as it snakes suggestively into one of the many holes that perforate a sponge-like 
tumor. The growth—not to mention the snake itself— is both self and other; it emerges 
out the face, differentiated only by its slightly greener tone. The curves and perforations 
are visual symbols that the matter is in flux; specifically, the threads that stretch between 
the face and the growth function to visually convey the impression that the two objects 
are merging and/or separating from one another. This matter oozes upon the ledge of the 
trompe l’oeil frame, at once a sturdy base and an unstable puddle of matter. In their 
formal mutability, Brauner’s forms are morphing, grotesque, always in the act of 
becoming.  
 Likewise, Zeisler was also interested in the transformation of materials. She 
repeatedly stressed the alchemical capacity of fiber to change states. Comparing her use 
of fiber to her later embrace of leather, she explains:  
 To me leather is just the opposite of fiber. It is already an existing material. When 
 I work with fiber, I create a substance, which makes me feel like an alchemist. I 
 take something linear and turn it into volume. Leather already has a two-
 dimensional volume. When I work in leather I am not an alchemist, but a sculptor 
 dealing with a surface.190 
 
She illustrates this in her work by juxtaposing fiber in its “solid” (knotted) and “liquid” 
(loose) state.191 In Red Forest, for example, a quintet of staggered pillars is suspended 
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from the ceiling. Each pillar is formed by a flat, square-knotted pennant with a basic 
geometric motif: the two outer elements are topped with squares bisected by diagonal 
lines, the center element contains a circle, and two triangles fill in the gaps. From these 
finials flow lengths of fiber that form straight lines as they fall straight to the ground, then 
slump into an undifferentiated pile. The fiber is shown massed into a solid, something 
flexible frozen into a knotted wall, and vice-versa. The juxtaposition between the loose, 
unworked thread and its finely wrought knotting invites viewers to marvel at the 
meticulous labor necessary to translate one into the other.  And like Brauner’s enigmatic 
personage, the cumulative effect vacillates between hard and soft, formed and formless.  
 If Brauner’s painting provides a general metaphor for the behavior of matter, then 
many of Zeisler’s other modernist paintings reference textiles in particular. Picasso’s 
Woman Sewing (Figure 2.14) is perhaps the most literal in this regard, as it directly 
illustrates a figure working with fiber. This acquisition may seem unsurprising in light 
Zeisler’s later work in fiber, yet when she bought her paintings by Picasso, Klee, Miró, 
and Ernst in the 1930s, her only experience with fabric and fiber had been needlepointing 
as a young woman.192 
 Compared to Picasso’s painting, Klee alludes to textiles more indirectly and 
inventively through the interplay between the paintings’ substrate and surface treatment. 
Fleeing Ghost is incised with horizontal registers that score the canvas like wefts. The 
contours of the figure interlock within the linear framework so as to resemble a pictorial 
                                                                                                                                            
edited by Jenelle Porter (London: Prestel; and Boston: The Institute of Contemporary 
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intarsia weaving. Klee’s deskilled scratching technique appears juvenile and primal; 
similar associations are conjured through different means in In the Magic Mirror. Red-
orange and white paint are scumbled across the surface so as to reveal the thick weave of 
canvas. A meandering red line defines the contours of a face while also resembling a 
trompe-l’oeil string that has been dropped onto the surface of the canvas in Duchampian 
fashion. The stroke has blurred edges and tapered ends, as fibers of the brush have been 
used to indexically replicate the texture of a looping string. This work, in both its palette 
and allusions to thread, anticipate the colored yarns that snake down the hemp columns of 
Totem III (Figure 2.6). Similarly stringy gestures and flaming red accents also appear in 
The Policeman’s mustache and glove. 
 In Paul Klee and the Decorative in Modern Art, art historian Jenny Anger 
proposes the decorative as an essential framework for understanding Klee’s modernism 
by uncovering similar textile metaphors in paintings from all stages of the artist’s career. 
Anger posits that Klee and his critics manipulated the feminized concept of the 
decorative in his art while simultaneously canonizing him as a heroic modernist who 
championed pure abstract form. Several of Klee’s titles explicitly betray his textile 
inspiration: Carpet, 1914-15, Embroidery, 1915, Carpet of Memory, 1914, Curtain series, 
1924. In paintings such as these, fabric is invoked metaphorically rather than 
illusionistically. Anger paraphrases Charles W. Haxthausen, who “considers Klee’s 
predilection not to represent the image or, but rather to simulate the very effect of an aged 
object, be it an ancient inscription on a stone or, as in this case, a carpet.”193 Haxthausen 
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refers specifically to Klee’s paintings of his Bauhaus period between 1920 and 1931, and 
all Zeisler’s Klee works fall within this range.  
 Anger’s research builds on that of Magdalena Droste, who sees Klee’s greatest 
Bauhaus influences as stemming specifically from his role teaching in the weaving 
workshop. Ludwig Grote wrote in 1930, “one has to be surprised that the textile elements 
in Klee’s work have not yet become fruitful to a greater extent in weaving.”194 During this 
time, Klee even played with unusual fabric supports. Zeisler’s paintings, which date to 
the years of Klee’s most intense engagement with the weaving workshop, go a step 
further to reference not only composition of carpets or fabrics, as Anger, Droste, and 
Haxthausen point out, but the very strands that comprise them. Klee called this playful 
linearity “taking a line for a walk,” and elsewhere Anger has explained how this and 
other of Klee’s textile teachings came to America via his colleagues at Black Mountain 
College, where Zeisler would have encountered Klee’s teachings and perhaps better 
understood these aspects of her own paintings by the artist.195  
 Zeisler’s postwar acquisitions further developed the formal and conceptual 
themes that were initiated in preliminary purchases of paintings by Klee, Picasso, Miró, 
and Ernst. Her ongoing interest in the psychosexual and subjective aspects of Surrealism 
led naturally to an interest in work that extended the movement’s qualities of mystery, 
biomorphism, and automatism, such as her biomorphic Calder stabile, Black Tulip, ca. 
1949. Though the stiff, flat metal planes are entirely different from Zeisler’s fibers in 
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their material composition, they engage gravity in similar ways to Zeisler’s sculptures by 
instantiating a tension between a central form rising up off of the floor, and elements that 
draw the eye back down as gravity pulls on them.196 Other Surrealist-derived works that 
Zeisler acquired during this era include an automatist Arshile Gorky drawing from 1944, 
and a Wols watercolor, Composition Surrealiste/Tête Fantastique, from 1936-7 (Figure 
2.37). The latter recalls Brauner’s Turning Point of Thirst in terms of its composition and 
content: a bald male profile stares off of the right edge of the frame, and out of its neck 
sprouts a phallic worm that bends behind it. This sense of playful perversity also defines 
the Neo-Dada sensibility of Robert Rauschenberg combine, Satellite, 1955, (Figure 2.13), 
with its macabre yet lifelike stuffed pheasant. The dense facture of the painted surface 
betrays a gritty materiality and mix of media that accelerated in American art during the 
1960s. 
 In this decade and through the 1970s and 1980s, Zeisler’s ongoing interest in 
work that engaged the formal properties of fiber persisted, and perhaps even intensified. 
Claes Oldenburg’s Typewriter Eraser, 1970, and Christo’s Wrapped Couch, 1973 (Figure 
2.5), both show Zeisler’s awareness of the increased use of textiles in mainstream 
contemporary art. Whereas Rauschenberg, Oldenburg, and Christo are all exemplars of 
the broader art-world trend toward coarse materiality that enabled the expanded use of 
textiles during the 1960s and 1970s, Zeisler was also attuned to quieter, more 
conceptually driven approaches, as demonstrated in two drawings: Richard 
Artschwager’s Over the Table, 1977; and John Cage’s (R2)/9 (Where R + Ryoanji) 
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(1983) (Figures 2.38 and 2.39). The focal point in both drawings is a fine mist of light 
lines tangled together like stitches of fine embroidery floss.  
 When considering Zeisler’s own fiber sculpture against the Euro-American 
modern and contemporary art that she collected, the conversion from one material to 
another is not the only transformation that occurs. There is also a translation from one 
medium to another: from drawing or painting to sculpture. It is perhaps not surprising that 
the material behavior of Zeisler’s sculpture resembles the paintings as much as the 
objects she owned, because she avowed that she had a visual – not haptic – sensibility.197 
It is worth considering that the majority of Zeisler’s collection of modern art comprised 
paintings and drawings, whereas her non-Western works are almost exclusively three-
dimensional.198 This supports a criticism that was widely leveled against such 
juxtapositions of Western and non-Western art in the exhibitions Primitivism and  
Magiciens de la Terre: that the intellect and cerebralism of “autonomous art” is the 
purview of Euro-America, while the physical, functional, and bodily are associated with 
non-Western culture, even as Euro-American artists deliberately incorporated facets of 
primitivism in an attempt to subvert and resist this humanist hierarchy. Zeisler’s work 
combines properties of both sculpture and painting, yet ultimately, they are primarily 
sculpture. In this regard, she consequently aligns herself more closely with primitive 
forms than modern, and her sculptures are perhaps more easily understood by those 
formal codes. 
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Totems and Verticals 
 The modernist messages in Zeisler’s signature sculptures are communicated not 
only by their distinctive technique and materiality, but also by their vertical profile and 
human scale. Indeed, these two properties are mutually constitutive; the materiality of 
fiber in response to gravity lends itself to columnar forms, and in turn, this overall shape 
highlights the physical properties of fiber. Both qualities issue from primitivizing sources 
in Claire Zeisler’s collection. When Itaka Schlubach, daughter of Sheila Hicks, asked 
Zeisler what attracts her to “the primitives,” the artist responded, “I think their marvelous, 
strong sculptural quality and a certain mysti[que] about them. I didn’t understand 
anything about their culture and I still don’t understand very well, so it became very 
mysterious, but I think I like principally the shapes.”199 Many critics identify these same 
qualities of clarity of form and opacity of meaning in Zeisler’s own sculpture. Suzanne 
Richerson reviewed, “Her many large, totemic pieces…overwhelm the viewer with a 
massive, almost primitive quality,” drawing a similar connection between her clear 
vertical forms and the mystical properties associated with primitivist universalism. 200 
 Specifically, critics relate this upright orientation to bodies or presences. Patterson 
Sims, curator of Zeisler’s 1985 retrospective at the Whitney Museum of American Art, 
New York, sees the work as “very figural.”201 Hicks’s interpretation is less literal and 
more phenomenological: “I still think of them as having connotations of personnages,” 
she explains; 
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 They’re sort of mysterious presences. Face them. They make you so uneasy you 
 turn away, as though someone were staring you down. They radiate a kind of 
 strength that you’re unable to cope with, that you’re unable to seduce in any way 
 either through coquetry or dialogue. So finally you just feel that they have an 
 immovable strength.202  
 
Adrian confirms Hicks’s observation about the “presence” of the work, but he disagrees 
with her anthropomorphic reading: “Claire’s things rarely suggest a personnage: It’s not 
a critter. They have a spiritual presence. The deepest psychological values, the ones that 
are nameless, are the ones she operates on.”203 In all these statements, critics identify a 
materialized spirit that carries modernist messages about autonomy and assertiveness.  
 However, Zeisler was ambivalent about this aspect of her large-scale works.  
She repeatedly denied the anthropomorphism of her sculptures, particularly when this 
was interpreted in sexual terms. For example, many observers singled out Red Preview 
(Figure 2.40) for its vaginal associations, attempting to position it in the context of 
second-wave feminist “central core” imagery.204 While this argument does illuminate a 
compelling context for the work’s reception, several art historians have recently pointed 
out that this view runs counter to the artist’s protestations that her composition was 
driven by formal considerations. For her, any resemblance to the female anatomy was 
purely coincidental.205 Zeisler particularly railed against critics who drew explicitly erotic 
associations from her art: “I think anything that’s alive is erotic,” she clarified, “So 
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evidently my pieces are alive enough that there is a certain eroticism.”206 For Zeisler, 
then, a powerful animism was conceivable as distinct from an undesirable 
anthropomorphism.  
 The life force that Zeisler identifies in this and many similar statements synchs up 
with the ethos behind many of the modernist works she collected, including her 16-inch 
alabaster Half-Figure, 1932, by Henry Moore.207 This piece was exhibited in Chicago’s 
Homage to Henry Moore: An Exhibition of Drawings and Sculptures by Henry Moore, 
presented by the Renaissance Society at the University of Chicago and the Committee for 
the 25th Anniversary Observance of the First Nuclear Chain Reaction. Running from 
December 1-December 22, 1967, Zeisler would have encountered Moore’s “About 
Sculpture…” reprinted in the catalogue at a pivotal moment in the development of her 
own approach to material and form. Moore’s words echo Zeisler’s description of her own 
sculpture:  
 One of the things I would like to think my sculpture has is a force, is a strength, is 
 a life, a vitality from inside it, so that you have a sense that the form is pressing 
 from inside trying to burst or trying to give off the strength from inside itself, 
 rather than having something which is just shaped from outside and stopped.208  
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207 Zeisler also exhibited two Moore sculptures, both undated and titled Female Figure, in 
1941. One was wood and the other marble; it is possible that the latter is the same as the 
Half-Figure shown in 1967 and the material was mislabeled in one of the catalogues. 
Chicago Arts Club, unpaginated.  
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Exhibition of Drawings and Sculptures by Henry Moore (Chicago: Renaissance Society 
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Just as Moore wants sees his dynamic material as determining the shape of his sculptures, 
so too does Zeisler aim to draw out the intrinsic properties of fiber in her sculpture. She 
explains, “I think the content in those pieces came from wanting to give the threads a 
shape. The threads were important in the beginning and they stayed important throughout 
the whole piece. They were not just the means to the end, but they were the end. I tried to 
create a form that could be created only through fiber.”209  
 Moore continues on to link this view to his preference for hard media over soft, 
but this caveat does not preclude his ideas’ application to her art, as she and her critics 
frequently discussed her works as stone-like. Her pillars have also been interpreted as 
“evoking giant monoliths,”210 and her Stelas (Figure 2.41) were partially inspired by 
carved stones she saw in Mexico.211 Zeisler also collected stones and used them as the 
basis for her miniatures by ensconcing them in webs of buttonhole-stitched threads 
(Figure 2.42). Accordingly, Slivka proposed the term “hard string” to describe the art of 
Zeisler and her peers. Slivka’s label endorses the nascent fiber art movement by 
strategically condensing references to two existing sculptural criteria: “hardness” as in 
physical durability and permanence; and “hardness” as in theoretical rigor and technical 
difficulty in the Greenbergian sense.212 The continuum of flesh and stone in Moore’s 
work is therefore an apt model for understanding this interplay in Zeisler’s approach to 
fiber. 
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 Zeisler thus welcomes the idea of a life force or eroticism associated with her 
sculptures: it seems to be the direct comparison to human body parts to which she 
objects. By comparing Red Preview to a vulva, critics read this work as a part of the 
human (specifically female) body. When viewed alongside the upright totemic figural 
sculptures in her collection, however, it is clear that Zeisler held a holistic view of the 
autonomous, complete, upright, universal human form. Indeed, one of the unifying 
aesthetic principles across all facets of her collection and oeuvre is an emphasis on 
verticality, frontality, and symmetry. These properties are epitomized in a 22 ½-inch tall 
wooden nkisi figure from the Bakongo of the Democratic Republic of Congo (Figure 
2.43). The figure’s non-naturalistic proportions eschew anatomical correctness in favor of 
abstraction, and the maker’s selective exaggeration and minimization of certain limbs and 
features enhances the body’s expressive power. Large, flat feet are planted firmly on a 
bifurcated base to imply a sense of groundedness, supporting a solid torso framed by 
right-angled arms. Drawing his hands to his hips, the figure’s gesture further reinforces 
his central axis. The geometry is softened by fibers draped around the shoulders, framing 
an oversized head that turns up to the sky. With his open mouth, the figure seems to be in 
the midst of crying, speaking, or breathing, giving the viewer an impression of animation. 
The lifelike quality relates to its original usage as a vehicle for healing and problem-
solving: users would drive a nail into its body to represent a life issue or ailment, and 
wrap it with fiber as a kind of contract to signal their acceptance of the governing spirit’s 
decisions.213 
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 Despite reflecting the values and tradition of an entirely different culture, a Native 
American kachina (Figure 2.3) yields a strikingly similar interpretation as the African 
sculpture to an uninformed contemporary Western viewer in purely formal and 
experiential terms. Poised upright on two sturdy wooden legs, a columnar body is 
articulated with a flowing tunic. Two twists of fabric indicate arms that grasp a shield and 
a spear, the latter being a vertical symbol of power in its own right. As with the Congoan 
figure, an outsized head suggests the primacy of intellect and expression; the bulging 
eyes seem capable of sight, the bovine maw capable of speech. This sense of animacy is 
implied through the tactile immediacy of the hair and hide—both of which were taken 
from once-living animals—and the front-facing, vertical posture of the overall sculpture. 
Though unlike the nkisi, no spirit dwells in these materials, the kachinas are made in the 
image of spirits. Southwestern Pueblos give these dolls to young women as part of their 
religious education. Displayed in the home, kachina are intended to help the initiates 
recognize the spirits of the same name.  
 If these readings subject African and Native American cultural products to 
Western methodologies of formal analysis, it is because this is how Zeisler would have 
encountered the sculptures, purchased from American dealers and recontextualized 
against the white walls of her gallery-style apartment. Zeisler’s choices of vertical and 
symmetrical works suggest a universalist understanding of these principles as 
pancultural, simulating a postmodern elision of hierarchies between high and low, ancient 
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and “modern,” Western and “primitive.” Indeed, similar formal qualities reappear in 
various permutations and iterations in works she owned from other regions and periods. 
In addition to the nkisi and kachinas, her Asmat wooden shield, conical Sulka pith mask, 
Oceanic Arambak Kammanggabi-wand column, and head of a slit gong have already 
been mentioned. Additional vertical works included at least two beaded sticks or spears; a 
sculpted snake from the Baga, French Sudan; and a metal Bamana staff from Mali. The 
repeated verticals are not due to universal values; rather, these similarities are drawn out 
by Zeisler’s acts of selection as the collector as part of her overarching artistic vision, 
which was informed by her background in Western modernity.  
 This is especially evident because the same qualities define her modernist works 
as well: Louise Nevelson’s eight-foot White Column, ca. 1957 (8ft.); H.C. Westermann’s 
The Slob, 1965 (Figure 2.44); and Richard Lindner’s Untitled (Male Figure), 1960; 
(Figure 2.45). To elaborate just one of these examples, Westermann’s tabletop totem is an 
aggressively vertical assemblage comprised of a readymade hammer affixed to tiered 
metal cylinders and riven with bent nails throughout. Westermann turns an 
anthropological eye on his own contemporary American society by suffusing familiar 
tools with an almost spiritual aura, making the ensemble resemble an archaeological 
specimen. This effect is, in part, achieved through association with the use of nails in 
similarly scaled vertical nkisi figures like the one Zeisler owned; in fact, in publications, 
her nkisi was often categorized under the misnomer “nail fetishes.” 
 The image of an upright, standing figure has many associations in Western and 
non-Western art and philosophy. In those statements in which Zeisler accedes to a 
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figurative reading of her work, she emphasizes their existential solitude. She stated, “I 
think if they’re any good, they’re alive. People have written about the works as having 
presences. And I think that in the past they have been presences. I think they’re people. 
Which is strange. They’re lonely people, I think. Lonely.”214 Zeisler’s statement carries a 
wistful, negative inflection, but other critics interpreted this “loneliness” in more positive 
terms. Writing on Free Standing Yellow (Figure 2.46), Richerson explained, “The 
sculpture rises in dignity from the mass of threads at its base.”215 Similarly, artist Michael 
McTwigan described the large-scale works as “independent, even challenging...[stepping] 
away from the wall completely to stand on their own.”216 For Zeisler and many viewers, 
standing is not a neutral gesture, but one capable of communicating a set of philosophical 
attitudes, both Western and non-Western. 
 Paradoxically, the upright posture of Zeisler’s sculptures is created by the 
downward pull of gravity; verticality, in other words, is ironically produced through a 
horizontal force. Therefore, at the same time that the columnar form conveys a strong 
sense of verticality and upward motion, gravity counters with an equally strong sense of 
downward pull. As a result, the disorienting sculptures visually confuse the 
phenomenological and semantic binaries between up and down, rising and falling, 
standing and slipping. This tension is not only performed in the final form of the objects, 
but is also temporally built into their life story through their mode of construction. In a 
reversal of Leo Steinberg’s “flatbed picture plane,” Zeisler often produced her large-scale 
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works horizontally before suspending them on an armature or in space.217 Zeisler may not 
have been aware of Steinberg’s text and thesis, but she would have been familiar with the 
objects that inspired it—namely, her early Rauschenberg combine, Satellite, whose 
transference to the vertical plane is underscored by the lifelike pheasant that walks atop 
the upper edge of the frame.218  
 Conversely, Zeisler’s sculptures never fully make this transition from horizontal 
to vertical. They are forever suspended between verticality and horizontality, between up 
and down. In this state, in human scale, they visually communicate the act of humanity 
rising from debasement and the constant threats that would bring it down low again. Yve-
Alain Bois and Rosalind Krauss explore this concept in Formless: A User’s Guide. The 
authors posit Georges Bataille’s concept of the informe (formless) as a methodological 
framework to uncover and understand diverse artistic tendencies that “brush modernism 
against the grain.”219 They point out that in his dictionary entry, Bataille stresses the 
word’s function rather than defining it: “It is not only an adjective having a given 
meaning, but a term that serves to bring things down [déclasser] in the world.”220 In other 
words, “it is neither the ‘form’ nor the ‘content’ that interests Bataille, but the operation 
that displaces both of these terms.”221 Zeisler’s fibers—caught in a perpetual state of 
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being brought down low, of resisting and rising, falling and failing—illustrate Bois and 
Krauss’s formulation of the formless as verb rather than noun.  
 Bataille proposes the act of lowering as part of his larger anti-civilizing, anti-
repression, anti-humanist project. Consider this quote from his essay, “The Big Toe,” 
excerpted by Bois and Krauss: “Whatever the role played in the erection [the vertical 
position] by his foot, man, who has a light head, in other words a head raised to the 
heavens and heavenly things, sees it as spit, on the pretext that he has this foot in the 
mud.”222 Zeisler’s totems—Free Standing Yellow, Red Wednesday, Red Preview, Stela 
II—play out this dichotomy in their own differential treatment of “high” and “low” 
fibers. If the calm, combed, straight vertical lines of the sculptures’ vertical portion 
connote humanist values of order, reason, and other “heavenly things,” then their low, 
horizontal sprawl remind us that the sculptures—like ourselves as viewers—have their 
figurative feet in the mud. One could even say that in Zeisler’s sculptures, feet and mud 
are one and the same, a tangled morass of entropically disordered coils.  
 Perhaps one of the reasons Zeisler’s art has been so difficult to synthesize into 
artistic debates of the 1960s and 1970s is this contradiction: Zeisler uses the materials and 
logic of the informe, so popular in the Scatter Art and Process Art of the time, against 
themselves to reassert a modernist humanism of individuality. Hers is not the only 
practice to flout the horizontal: witness Louise Bourgeois’s totems, Louis Nevelson’s 
columns, Anne Truitt’s stelae, or Jackie Winsor’s bundled branches. Such examples 
suggest that the horizontal is inversely constituted against and through the vertical. The 
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fetishization of horizontality and “floorness” during the 1960s was intimately tied to a 
counter-impulse toward verticality, and both vectors found expression in art of the 
decade.223  
 Bois and Krauss stress that the formless expresses a shared response to a postwar 
zeitgeist, and that its “users,” to borrow their term, did not necessarily read Bataille or 
consciously invoke his tenets.224 However, Zeisler could have encountered this discourse 
through Jean Dubuffet’s seminal lecture “Anticultural Positions,” delivered in 1951 at the 
Chicago Arts Club where Zeisler was a member and patron. Eschewing “occidental” 
values, Dubuffet proposed non-Western systems as an alternative: “May be, in many 
cases, their [non-Western] solutions and their ways of doing, which first appeared to us 
very rough, are more clever than ours. It may be ours are the rough ones. It may be 
refinement, cerebrations, depth of mind, are on their side, and not ours.” Dubuffet’s own 
paintings, such as Will to Power, 1946 (Figure 2.47) embody this quote through their 
deskilled forms and rough, unorthodox materials, which include sand, pebbles, and glass 
(Figure 47). Not only are their feet in the mud; they are—quite literally—made of mud. 
At the same time, Dubuffet’s figures address themselves to the viewer frontally and 
vertically, much like the four figurative Klee paintings that Zeisler owned (Figures 2.9-
2.12). This contrast between material filth and upright posture, and the implied transition 
from one state to the other, communicates Dubuffet’s idea of “rehabilitating mud,” of 
humankind rising out of the mud following the inhumanity of World War II. Zeisler 
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instantiates a similar tension between dignity and debasement by contrasting her ordered 
and disordered material, projecting Dubuffet’s “rehabilitation of mud” (or in this case, 
fiber) into three dimensions versus Dubuffet’s two. Significantly, Zeisler orders these 
elements hierarchically: order over reason, mind over matter, cooked over raw. 
 Dubuffet’s “rehabilitation of mud” ascribes an animacy to raw matter that also 
characterizes Zeisler’s deferent approach to material. A recurring theme in her 
commentary on her art is her drive to create works that did not possess a foreign interior 
armature. She recalls, “The freestanding pieces had no armature, because if they had, 
they would not have said fiber. They would have said, you can do it in any material as 
long as you have a foreign armature in it. For me that was a deep problem.”225 But why 
do vertical forms “say” raw fiber as opposed to horizontal ones? Again, the body—
though never explicitly illustrated in her sculpture—serves as a reference point. Vertical 
lines are the natural state of fiber on the human body, whether this takes the form of 
strands of hair on the head or fringes falling from a garment or accessory. The loom has a 
perpendicular grid of warp and weft, but the body only can produce and display the latter: 
freehanging warp ends. This is abundantly clear in the many masks, kachinas, shields, 
and even paintings that Zeisler collected. Moreover, threads standing on their own with 
no additional support serve as a metaphor for moral and physical “uprightness,” akin to 
Dubuffet’s rise from mud. Both literally and semantically, matter, in Zeisler’s works, is 
forever slipping downward to the “low” and resisting its pull.  
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Conclusion: Creations as Collections 
 This chapter has outlined two intersecting aspects of Claire Zeisler’s creative 
practice: art collecting and artmaking. As I have suggested, Zeisler’s own art was 
accomplished through her acts of collection. Pushing this interpretation one step further, 
the metaphor of collecting could be extended to Zeisler’s approach in her own fiber 
sculpture, because each work is ultimately an abstracted and synthesized “collection” of 
global references. The aspect of cultural collage is not immediately recognizable in 
Zeisler’s sculptures, as it is nearly impossible to pinpoint precise sources for various 
features in her work. In some ways, this is due to Zeisler’s careful curation of materials 
and aesthetic principles that operate cross-culturally—namely, verticality and mutable 
materiality. Her distinctive combination of knotted and free-flowing fibers also has a 
universalizing effect: she explains, “The knots, you know, are known by practically every 
society for a couple of thousand years.”226 Zeisler was well aware of the techniques’ 
global history, and employing knotting in her own art was a way of bringing together the 
various influences from her collection without directly quoting any single object.  
 Susan Pearce views this universalizing and synthesizing tendency as a motivating 
factor implicit in all acts of collecting. Her description of collecting souvenirs to record 
memories and experiences invokes a modernist quest for individual self-definition:    
 Souvenirs are intensely romantic in every way…The romantic view holds that 
 everything and, especially, everybody has a place in the true organic wholeness 
 which embraces human relationships, the traditional continuity of past into 
 present, the landscape and the changing seasons. It asks us to believe that life is 
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 not fractured, confused, and rootless, but, on the contrary, suffused with grace and 
 significance…It is in these hopes and feelings that the souvenirs belong.227  
 
Pearce goes on to contrast souvenir collections with what she terms “fetish collections.” 
In these types of collection, a fiction of unity is still the goal, but the relationship between 
collector and collection is reversed: 
 The fetishistic nature lies in the relationship between the objects and their 
 collector, in which it is the collection which plays the crucial role in defining the 
 personality of the collector, who maintains a possessive but worshipful attitude 
 towards his objects. Such collections and their collector are at the opposite pole to 
 souvenirs discussed earlier. Here, the subject is subordinated to the objects, and it 
 is to the objects that the burden of creating a romantic wholeness is 
 transferred.228 
 
Zeisler’s fiber sculptures incorporate elements of both souvenir and fetish collections, 
shaping the identity of their maker but also asserting a commanding presence of their 
own. Zeisler achieves the fluid incorporation of references in these works by identifying 
the formal congruence of objects that would otherwise be unassimilable due to their 
divergent cultural meanings and contexts. The “collection” of references in her sculpture, 
then, works toward the fiction of “romantic wholeness” that was at the heart of the 
modernist project with which Zeisler identified, as evidenced by her significant collection 
of modern art and her assimilation of their influences. In turn, Zeisler is able to create a 
sense of complete identity for herself; she becomes modern through appropriating and 
assimilating sources from outside her own frame of reference. Through her sculpted acts 
of cultural appropriation, Zeisler casts herself as Other, claiming an avant-garde and 
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countercultural status for fiber art in general, and for herself in particular. As she put it, “I 
see myself as a primitive woman in a very sophisticated society.”229 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
.
                                                
229 Zeisler, quoted in Marandel, 152. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
 
 Throwaway Society: Ed Rossbach and the Persistent Object 
_____________ 
 
 On the occasion of the 1969 exhibition Objects: U.S.A., a traveling survey of 
contemporary American crafts sponsored by the Johnson Wax Company, the 
corporation’s president Samuel Johnson praised that “the works of artist-craftsmen 
represent a healthy challenge to our disposable, throw-away society.”230 This statement—
ironically issued by a magnate of mass-produced, single-use toiletries—rehearses the 
longstanding binary between the idealized, agrarian past and the industrial present. In a 
“throwaway society” characterized by the proliferation of paper goods, plastic packages, 
and print media, two defining qualities of handcraft—time and materiality—are 
sacrificed for the sake of convenience. Johnson’s “throwaway society” also betrays 
popular biases about the locations in which crafts are produced; when he refers to “our 
society,” who is implicitly included and excluded? His comment—as with much writing 
on craft and anthropology from the 1960s through the present—contrasts industrial and 
post-industrial powers with developing nations. Presented as romanticized survivors of a 
bygone era, societies that manually produce goods are both celebrated and patronized 
through the elevation of handcraft. Johnson’s response to Objects: USA thus poses a 
provocative question: in throwing away materials, are contemporary Americans also 
tossing out a way of life?  
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 This inquiry, with its competing inflections of neoimperialist authority and 
humanitarian ethical concern, drives the art and scholarship of University of California 
Berkeley professor Ed Rossbach (1914-2002). During his twenty-nine-year tenure in the 
Design Department, Rossbach performed extensive research into manual textile 
processes, both historical and contemporary, from around the globe. He read and wrote 
books and articles, consulted with colleagues, examined specimens in Berkeley’s Lowie 
Museum of Anthropology (now the Phoebe A. Hearst Museum of Anthropology), and 
traveled to conduct informal field research, often in collaboration with his wife, artist 
Katherine Westphal. Consequently, Rossbach’s resulting lesson plans, artworks, and 
publications reference textiles from around the globe: European laces, Native American 
blankets and baskets, pre-Columbian Peruvian weavings, African ikats, and Japanese 
shibori dyed fabrics, to name a few.   
 While discovering hand processes from other times and places, Rossbach 
maintained an intense awareness of his own positionality and context in order to reflect 
upon the relationship between these multiple milieus. Frequently, he combined labor-
intensive, anthropologically derived techniques (macramé, weaving, lacemaking, plaiting, 
netting, looping, block printing, tie-dyeing) with contemporary ephemeral materials 
(newspaper, Styrofoam, food wrappers, plastic sheets, Mylar) and imagery (Mickey 
Mouse, John Travolta). Bobbin Lace with Holes (Figure 3.1), 1970, is typical of his 
fusion of industry and handcraft. Upon first glance, the scrap of fabric seems to be an 
unremarkable study or sample with a symmetrical composition, monochromatic neutral 
coloring, and conservative twining technique. A detailed view (Figure 3.2) yields the 
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surprising revelation that the medium is clear plastic tubing, meticulously manipulated 
into tight intersections that create futuristic gradations of light and dark at their points of 
contact. Even as the tubing associated with medical, chemical, and mechanical advances 
appears semantically discordant with the ancient technique, its formal qualities create a 
surprising sense of aesthetic compatibility. 
 Rossbach deploys signifiers of the human hand—in this case, an elaborate pattern 
of twists—to materially index time on multiple registers. First, visual evidence of the 
object’s mode of production—such as knots, loops, plaits, and other signs of labor upon 
the raw material—indicate the period of time that it took for Rossbach to create a given 
object. Second, the intricacy of the handwork incites the viewer’s fascination and 
contemplation to determine, in part, the length of their encounter with the object. Third, 
Rossbach also favors materials and processes that suggest a broader sweep of historical 
time, as distant as Coptic weavings and as recent as the cereal boxes from the artist’s 
breakfast. Rossbach orchestrates these discrete temporal experiences by combining 
seemingly incompatible techniques and materials: for instance, works like Mickey Mouse 
Lace (Figure 3.3) juxtapose an instantly-recognizable pop icon within an ancient 
lacemaking technique that would be difficult for a non-textile specialist to identify. Quick 
recognition of content is thus tempered by slow digestion of process and meaning. 
 In turn, conceptions about time are perforce related to cultural ideas about space 
and place. As outlined in this dissertation’s introduction and elaborated in the first 
chapter on Zeisler’s collecting practices, the literature on international craft during the 
1960s and 1970s mirrored broader artistic and popular-culture discourses that 
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romanticized art from Africa, Oceania, and the Americas as ancient or ahistorical, 
regardless of when it was made. Rossbach, too, was embedded within this discourse. For 
example, the title of a book in his library—Art of a Vanished Race: The Mimbres Classic 
Black-on-White—underscores how contemporary craft and scholarship were often 
conduits for conveying the noble savage trope.231 In his own writing, Rossbach often 
deflects this issue with the ambivalent term “preindustrial,” which invites slippage 
between an earlier phase of Western progress and the so-called developing nations of the 
present. The vague misnomer locates contemporaneous societies in the past, positioning 
them as less advanced—and therefore, unequal—to their industrialized Western 
counterparts. The lack of dates and artist names in the majority of image captions in his 
research projects also contribute to the atemporality of global handcraft production.  
 Rossbach recognized the risks of embracing the fantasy of “traditional” 
basketmakers in touch with their environment, yet also the possibilities this view afforded 
for counteracting the ills he perceived in his own industrial, electronic society on the 
verge of the digital age. He claims, “Romantic notions about Nature and the Noble 
Savage linger to enrich our conceptions of basketry, and also, to circumscribe them. 
Expectations of baskets have become defined in relation to nature and a simple way of 
life. Nature and basketry are linked together.”232 Though the at times blatant cultural 
appropriation in works such as a series of mixed-media Native American-inspired 
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kachinas (Figure 3.4) was a way to escape the complications of his own context and 
satiate his search for new horizons in fiber, Rossbach was aware that such works carried 
the potential to offend: the kachinas have never been published or publicly exhibited. 
  While Rossbach does not fully dismantle the romantic conflation of non-Western 
handwork and a primitive past in his writing, the material realities and references present 
in his handwork function as a wedge to pry this identification apart. This chapter will 
explore how Rossbach’s anthropologically informed work as a researcher, writer, and 
teacher intersects with his artistic production in order to question the materialism and 
mechanization of contemporary American life through its perceived antitheses in 
handwork from other times and places. I begin biographically by reviewing Rossbach’s 
own education and his subsequent trajectory as a pedagogue, summarizing his two major 
treatises—The Nature of Basketry and The New Basketry—as well as one of his 
influences, Marshall McLuhan’s “Fashion is Language: McLuhan’s Bazaar.”233 These 
texts provide theoretical grounding for the thematic sections that follow.  
 The first of these sections focuses on handwork. I contend that Rossbach and his 
peers’ anthropological inquiries into handcraft conditioned the eclecticism and 
experimentalism associated with the Fiber Art Movement of the 1960s and 1970s, which 
in turn, served as a point of connecting recent developments with temporally and 
geographically distant cultures. Moreover, Rossbach’s emphasis on multicultural 
handwork responds to the increasing mechanization and commercialism of Western 
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society. If baskets were out of synch with a “throwaway society” founded on mass 
production and its related values of speed, convenience, and simulation, what objects 
would be appropriate for such an era? The third section responds to this inquiry from two 
perspectives. First, I illustrate how the semiotic resonances of Rossbach’s materials 
comment upon the globalizing capitalist society that generated them. In particular, 
reworking newspaper and cardboard into carefully crafted forms was a way for Rossbach 
to interject specific qualities of time, place, and embodiment into otherwise anonymous, 
transient materials. Second, I consider how Rossbach critiqued the increasingly 
dematerialized nature of communication and indirectness of experience by reasserting the 
presence of the material and maker. Finally, a concluding discussion relates these 
slippages of time and space to conceptual questions regarding the definition of basketry 
in the twentieth-century. How do we define a textile? A basket? More importantly, what 
sociopolitical values are at stake in asking—and provisionally answering—these 
questions of form and function? This issue of formal categorization, seemingly insular to 
the art world, opens onto anthropological questions regarding cross-cultural continuity, 
the passage of time, and the position of embodied humans in an increasingly 
technocratized culture. 
 The sense of asynchronicity that characterizes individual artworks, I argue, also 
applies to Rossbach’s development as an artist, for he repeatedly circled back to reprise 
themes and approaches from earlier moments in his career. Accordingly, the thematically 
organized sections of this chapter draw upon examples of artworks made from the 1960s 
through the 1980s, while maintaining my dissertation’s overall thesis that the work grew 
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out of the distinctive cultural conditions of the 1960s and 1970s. Rossbach’s postmodern 
view of time and space is therefore thematized in the very structure of this chapter itself. 
Skeptical of sorting information into neat taxonomies, he considered this process “not 
only invalid but deceptive and downright mischievous.”234 Rossbach’s ambivalence 
toward categories—geographic, generic, chronological—was a central issue that 
preoccupied him as an academic, in turn stimulating his postmodern artistic approach.  
 The extreme eclecticism and variety of Rossbach’s approach in terms of material, 
imagery, technique, and concept precludes comprehensive analysis. There are several 
specific aspects of Rossbach’s career that warrant further attention and are germane to the 
present study: his inquiry into antique Western textiles, his association with West Coast 
Funk art, his play with scale, and the ecocritical potential of his upcycled artwork.235 But 
to use the same words Rossbach used in his own research statement, “I dug all this 
information so the next person can go on from there.”236 In his scholarship as in his art, 
Rossbach saw himself as not only tracing a continuity of production in an anthropological 
sense, but also participating in an ongoing process of human knowledge-building.   
 
The “Dean of American Textiles”: Rossbach in Academia 
 If Claire Zeisler’s collecting practice profoundly influenced her own art, then the 
same could be said of Ed Rossbach’s formative work as a scholar and educator. Once 
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called the “dean of American textiles”237 for his intellectual approach, Rossbach was well 
aware of the correlation between his academic and artistic enterprises: during a 1982 
interview he avowed, “research has been central to my work for over 30 years.”238 Yet 
with characteristic humility, nuance, and a touch of wit, he qualified, “I hope no one asks 
me what research means because there is a wide spectrum of interpretations today. For 
me it was reading, reconstruction, experimentation.”239 Rossbach’s growth as an artist 
was propelled by a feedback loop in which something would spark his interest, and he 
would pursue it with systematic study.  
 Much of this activity occurred on the West Coast: born in the Chicago area in 
1914, his family moved to Seattle during the Great Depression. Rossbach received a BA 
in Painting and Design at the University of Washington in 1940.240 There, he studied with 
Amédée Ozenfant and former Bauhaus member Johannes Molzahn, but much like 
Zeisler’s training with Alexander Archipenko, these teachers did not have as much 
impact on Rossbach’s mature work as their art historical stature might suggest.241 He 
proceeded to earn an MA in Art Education at Columbia University in New York, in 1941, 
which he used to teach seventh grade in the rural town of Puyallup, Washington. The 
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attack on Pearl Harbor interrupted his first year in the classroom, so he enlisted in the 
Army Signal Corps and split the rest of World War II between Seattle and the Aleutian 
Islands. During his one-year tour on the island of Adak, Rossbach first began to 
experiment with fiber by improvising crude baskets from local grasses.  
 In 1940 Rossbach attended the San Francisco Golden Gate Exposition on 
Treasure Island, where the decorative art exhibition organized by Dorothy Liebes 
inspired him to study upholstery.242 His interests led him to the Cranbrook Academy of 
Art for graduate study with Finnish weaver Marianne Strengell.243 While the experience 
taught him essential skills, he lamented that the curriculum at the time was too narrow 
and limiting. “The approach at Cranbrook seemed a dead end,” he explains, “We wove 
some beautiful lengths within these restrictions – they all said ‘contemporary weaving’ 
loud and clear, and they were technically competent and in good taste. Mild good 
taste.”244 Rossbach’s retrospective comment contextualizes this period of his life in 
relation to his later embrace of kitsch and “bad” taste, evident in his use of rude materials 
and popular iconography. Yet even as a student, he “was already rankling under [the 
Cranbrook] approach,” though he qualifies, “I had no idea what I thought textile 
education should, or could, be.”245  
 Rossbach began to discover the potential of textile education at his first post-
secondary teaching position in Textile Design at the University of Washington. There, his 
teaching assistant, Jack Lenor Larsen, became a lifelong advocate for Rossbach through 
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his subsequent curatorial work and publications.246 However, Larsen was not the most 
influential connection that Rossbach met on campus: that title belongs to his wife, 
colleague Katherine Westphal. With her close ties to the Anthropology Department, she 
facilitated Rossbach’s early encounters with the discipline. Notably, the couple attended 
an anthropology conference in Seattle where Rossbach met Lea Miller (1886-1948), the 
head of the weaving department at the University of California, Berkeley. Miller’s 
practice involved translating Peruvian gauze hand-weaves to the loom, and Rossbach 
admired this intellectual, conceptual approach to textiles that was driven by inquiry as 
opposed to industry.247 She arranged for Rossbach to teach a summer course at her 
institution, which led to the full-time Professor of Design position that Rossbach held for 
30 years before retiring with Emeritus status in 1979.248  
 Prior to Rossbach’s arrival in Berkeley, anthropology was already a strong 
component of the curriculum in the Decorative Arts Department (which merged with the 
College of Environmental Design in 1975 to form the Program of Visual Design).249 
Rossbach explained, “Because anthropology had some emphasis on textiles, it was very 
convenient for a student to come to the Decorative Arts Department to do work which 
ordinarily would be done in the anthropology department.”250 The department’s first 
professor, Mary Lois Kissell (1874-ca. 1944) studied with anthropologist Franz Boas at 
Columbia and collected Southwestern Native American baskets for the Museum of 
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Natural History.251 Anthropologist Anna P. Gayton was also an important figure prior to 
Rossbach’s arrival.252 Later, fearing the department had taken too much of a turn toward 
home economics, Lila O’Neale, Professor of Decorative Art and Associate Curator at the 
Lowie Museum of Anthropology, reestablished a sense of interdisciplinary rigor by 
drawing upon her training on Peruvian textiles with anthropologist Alfred L. Kroeber as a 
Master’s student, and doctoral field research with basket weavers of California’s Klamath 
River.253 She collaborated with anthropologists like Max Uhle, obtained access for 
teachers and students to use the Lowie Museum’s collection as a teaching resource, and 
helped the department assemble its own collection of historical textiles.254 O’Neale 
specialized in the textiles of Peru, Guatemala, and the California Indians, and her 
publications on the topic include Textiles of Highland Guatemala.255  
 Despite Rossbach’s growing interest in global textiles, his focused Scandinavian 
modern training had not prepared him to engage with the breadth of content and skills 
covered in his new department’s curriculum. To catch up with his colleagues, Rossbach 
remembers spending a large amount of time consulting diagrams of ancient textiles, 
many drafted by O’Neale.256 He also amassed an extensive personal library that covered a 
broad swath of of materials and approaches. Some of these are works of anthropology 
rather than art history: titles in his collection at the time of his death include Himachal 
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Pradesh Rural Craft Survey: The Art of Weaving, a field investigation and draft by 
Lakshmi Chand Sharma, edited by Ram Chandra Pal Singh (Delhi: Census of India, 
1961); Zuñi Fetishes by Frank Hamilton Cushing (Flagstaff: K.C. Publications, 
1880/1966); and The Cultivation and Weaving of Cotton in the Prehistoric Southwestern 
United States, by Kent and Kate Peck (Philadelphia: American Philosophical Society, 
1957).  
Rossbach’s commitment to teaching, evident from his efforts to expand his 
knowledge for his students’ benefit, is also discernable in the pedagogical pamphlets and 
volumes in his library, such as Studies in Education and Craft: Journal of the College of 
Craft Education 1, no. 2 (March 1969). Former students’ reports portray Rossbach as a 
progressive teacher who let his students lead. For example, his graduate student Inez 
Brooks-Myers recalls that in one class he said: “Dare to fail.”257 This student-driven 
pedagogy was typical of Bay Area institutions’ experimentalism.258 In his teaching and 
books, Rossbach emphasized elements of risk and play that characterized the fiber field 
of the 1960s and 1970s, which was largely shaped, not coincidentally, his own students.  
 Rossbach’s research is directly related to his priorities as an educator, as he found 
it necessary to broaden his knowledge of a wide range of textiles so that he could 
effectively advise his students. Though he published his first book, Making Marionettes 
as early as 1938, Rossbach’s cohesive research trajectory began in 1973 with Baskets as 
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Textile Art.259 Rossbach’s decision to reissue the text in 1986 virtually unchanged under 
the new title, The Nature of Basketry, testifies to the work’s consistent reflection of 
Rossbach’s basketry philosophy as his career progressed.260 In terms of content as well as 
structure and methodology, The Nature of Basketry exemplifies Rossbach’s approach. 
Most of his research was done firsthand from the collections of the Lowie Museum in 
consultation with its Senior Museum Anthropologist, Lawrence E. Dawson, as well as the 
collections at UC Davis and Berkeley and The American Museum of Natural History. 
This was fleshed out with library research—including Boaz’s Primitive Art—as 
evidenced in his bibliography and notes.  
 Rossbach’s introduction opens with a review of the scant literature on basketry to 
date, most of which was affiliated with the Arts and Crafts movement and its affiliated 
expressions around the world. The chapters that follow are organized by theme, process, 
and use rather than region or time period. The geographical provenance of individual 
baskets is listed in the image captions, when available, but never the date and rarely the 
maker. This decision likely reflects the available information on these objects, but also 
supports Rossbach’s thesis that baskets are a multi-authored medium that transcend time 
and space. This shuffling of taxonomies and epistemologies resists the romanticization, 
stereotyping, and “othering” that might accompany the regional case-study model of most 
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anthropological studies. At the same time, it risks falling into another trap—that of 
conflating cultural traditions based on a shared sense of universal human motives.  
 In this regard, Rossbach’s scholarship falls on a continuum with much 
contemporaneous popular anthropology. “He was a scholar and yet he enjoyed popular 
culture,” recalls Inez Brooks-Myers, a former student who went on to become the 
Oakland Museum’s curator of costume and textiles. She poses the two terms as if they 
were opposites, but populism and academicism frequently converge in Rossbach’s 
materials, imagery, and writing. Rossbach’s wide-ranging taste in reading material 
extended to popular periodicals, and in some ways his books are more akin to these 
magazine articles and spreads than true studies in anthropology—a field in which he had 
no formal training. Rossbach prefaced The Nature of Basketry with the caveat: “The 
present study is not concerned with structural analysis and how-to-do-it. It is neither 
historical nor anthropological. It is a personal interpretation, concerned with the aesthetic 
quality of baskets as it relates to process and material and human impulses.”261 
 In particular, one example of popular universalist anthropology that Rossbach is 
known to have consulted bears a striking resemblance to the format and concepts of his 
own scholarship, especially The Nature of Basketry. In a letter to curator Paul Smith 
dated April 5, 1968, Westphal enthusiastically recommended, “The new issue of 
Harper’s Bazaar has a great article by McLuhan. We are having all our students read 
it.”262 The essay, “Fashion is Language: McLuhan’s Bazaar,” was one of a series of texts 
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published across several issues that the magazine commissioned from McLuhan to point 
to new directions for the periodical’s future. The uncredited preface summarizes that for 
McLuhan and his colleagues, the “electronic revolution” has instigated a backlash away 
from modernist individualism and conceptualism toward the collective and sensory. Put 
simply, “The shift in sensory preferences has created a return to tribal values.”263 Though 
usually discussed in the present tense in the article, “tribal” here implies not only a “who” 
or “where,” but also a “when,” for to “return to” tribal conventions they must be located 
in the past. 
 Structured thematically, the essay is subdivided into discrete sections on various 
topics—“Hard Edge,” “Sensory Programming,” “Visual Bias,” and so on—contrast 
“tribal” and “Western” approaches to each subject; textual references vacillate fluidly 
from ancient Greece to the Victorian era, bracketed by the hippie present and the 
geographically and temporally murky “tribal” state—and the vague word “state” is the 
most accurate descriptor because it is not clear whether it is a condition, time period, or 
place. This is because connections are often based on superficial morphology or 
coincidence rather than deep meaning: the layout for a section on “Lips” juxtaposes a 
closely-cropped image of a white manicured woman applying lipstick with the profile of 
an African woman whose mouth is being stretched with the aid of discs (Figure 3.5). 
Elsewhere, McLuhan proclaims that the miniskirt is “a return to tribal traditions,” heir to 
the loincloth and kilt.264 This anthropology-by-analogy is similar to the approach 
McLuhan had taken in The Mechanical Bride of 1951, though that publication was 
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directed toward another manifestation of contemporary consumer culture: contemporary 
advertising.265  
 The pervasiveness of such anthropology-by-analogy in 1960s popular culture 
becomes further evident across the magazine issue. An advertisement for Kahlúa displays 
a bottle next to a Mexican sculpture with the caption, “With some people Kahlúa is a 
ritual” (Figure 3.6), while a fashion spread titled “Tribal Customs” depicts women of 
several skin tones dressed in clothes by Western and non-Western designers, magically 
floating on Orientalist pillows and carpets while striking stark pseudo-Egyptian poses 
(Figure 3.7). Flipping through the pages, repeated instances of cultural appropriation 
make it difficult to discern where McLuhan’s article begins and ends.  
 Just as McLuhan responds to the call from Harper’s Bazaar to predict the future 
by framing it in terms of fantasies about the past, Rossbach’s next book, The New 
Basketry, deploys history to frame his account of twentieth-century textiles. In the 
volume’s single long essay and image portfolio, Rossbach coins the label “contemporary 
handweavers” to refer to the midcentury weavers of the 1940 and 1950s who trained him. 
Despite returning to handwork, they remained limited by a mass-production design 
mentality. Rossbach also wrote on these figures—Dorothy Liebes, Anni Albers, Mary 
Atwater, and Marianne Strengell—in a multi-part series on major figures in American 
textiles for American Craft.266  
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 The next generation to emerge in the 1960s were the “Fiberworkers” and “New 
Basketmakers.” These groups emerged as two analogous categories that extended the 
return to materiality and handcraft initiated by the “contemporary handweavers,” yet 
pressed this in the service of personal artistic expression rather than market forces. These 
two generations also differed in their distinct approaches to temporality: the 
contemporary handweavers looked toward the future, whereas the new fiberworkers 
experimented and responded to the textiles of the past. In regard to the latter, Rossbach 
explains,  
 They surrounded themselves with textiles which they loved and respected—the 
 ancient handwork as well as the work still being produced in various parts of the 
 world. Weavers discovered that in any study of historical fragments of textiles, or 
 even in looking at scraps from the recent past, what comes through is an 
 awareness of the fibrousness. Frayed and faded, textiles declare their existence 
 primarily as fiber.267 
 
Research into geographically and temporally distant traditions—conflated in this 
quotation—were the key to new developments in space and scale during the Fiber Art 
Movement of the 1960s and 1970s. Moreover, the sense of materiality and fibrousness 
that Rossbach and his peers sought was, for the author, more pronounced in examples 
that had withstood the journey across time or space. 
 In addition to these two sweeping overviews, Rossbach also wrote more detailed 
case-studies, such as his fourth major book, The Art of Paisley.268 More so than in his 
previous publications, this was rooted in fieldwork—Rossbach and Westphal took several 
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trips to Scotland expressly for the project.269 He also contributed short-form articles on 
focused topics to the periodical Craft Horizons, later renamed American Craft magazine. 
Notable titles include “Hand-Weaving as an Art Form” (8, no 23, November 1948); 
“Designing for Floor and Table Looms” (10, no. 3, Autumn 1950); “Contemporary 
Batiks” (13, no. 6, November/December 1953); “Weaving for Screens: A Tactile 
Approach” (15, no. 1, January/February 1955); “Jack Lenor Larsen and the Textile 
Horizon” (31, no. 2, April 1971); “Workshop: Plaiting Baskets with Plant Material” (33, 
no. 6, December 1973); “One Man’s Bias on Surface Design,” (38, no. 2, April 1978); 
“Filaments of the Imagination” (with Katherine Westphal, 41, no. 3, June/July 1981); and 
“Fiber Artists and the Jacquard Loom” (42, no. 1, February/March 1982). These varied 
titles reveal that like McLuhan’s popular anthropology for Harper’s Bazaar, Craft 
Horizons/American Craft was an important space where ideas about old, foreign, and 
contemporary could commingle.  
 
The Return to Handwork 
 For Rossbach and his students, research and experimentation were synonymous, 
and both enterprises were best stimulated by working directly with materials without the 
limitations of devices such as looms, needles, or hooks. As Rossbach summarizes in The 
New Basketry, “The new weaver, by studying a great number of ancient and preindustrial 
textiles, became aware of the bounty of techniques which did not involve the loom at all. 
Specialized and half-forgotten methods of constructing with fiber were suddenly 
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intriguing.”270 To rediscover these techniques, artists used a physical rather than 
conceptual approach, making discoveries through organic experimentation rather than 
organized formal training: “The careful and precise instructions of the how-to-do-it books 
and the analyses of anthropologists were not the guides,” Rossbach explains,  
 The new basketmakers were unwilling to learn by making an identical copy of 
 something from the past. Instead they were content to start with ordinary and 
 familiar materials and manipulate them somehow into basket shapes. They took a 
 simple technique such as twining or coiling and let something develop from the 
 materials and technique.271  
 
Rossbach sees this sense of eclecticism, present in other cultures but absent from modern 
Euro-American textiles, as key to the broader fiber art revolution in which he, Zeisler, 
and Hicks participated.272  
 In his own work, Rossbach’s catholic use of diverse media and methods 
distinguishes him from other fiber artists active during the 1960s and 1970s who shaped 
their oeuvres through sustained commitment to a singular technique or material. For 
example, Zeisler’s signature combination of free-flowing fibers moored to square-knotted 
“walls” give her mature works a recognizability analogous to the autographic gesture in 
Abstract Expressionism. Conversely, Rossbach employed a wide range of techniques and 
surface treatments, such as macramé, weaving, lacemaking, plaiting, knotted netting, 
looping, block printing, silk screening, photocopying, stenciling, painting, and tie-dyeing. 
This technical variety is matched by the diversity of his media, which include natural 
fibers such as cotton, linen, silk, jute, and raffia, as well as unconventional synthetic fiber 
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substitutes made from polyurethane film tubing, rolled newspaper, Styrofoam, food 
wrappers, plastic sheets, Mylar, and ribbon. The outcomes of these unexpected 
encounters between materials and processes vacillate from abstract to representational.  
 In the absence of a signature style wedded to a single technique, medium, or 
cultural tradition, one might expect that Rossbach’s work would be difficult to identify as 
his. Yet this is not necessarily the case. Compare two works from around 1970: Mickey 
Mouse Lace (Figure 3.3) and Tribe of Baskets (Figure 3.8). In the first example, Rossbach 
has abandoned the delicate florals characteristic of Euro-American lace, redirecting the 
technique to produce the likeness of mass-media icon Mickey Mouse. The democratic, 
popular subject clashes with the elitism of the medium, as lace has historically been 
reserved for special occasions, heirlooms, and upper-class clothing and décor. The 
refinement associated with lace is further undermined by the textile’s coarse, clumsy 
rendering of Mickey, as unraveling threads hastily twist into an irregular grid that trails 
off into fraying, unfinished ends. These features lend the piece an improvisational, 
handmade character that eschews the polished, commercial treatment and “low” 
entertainment context in which viewers are accustomed to encounter a mascot like 
Mickey. In the tangled webbing between Mickey’s his irregular fingers and amoeba-
shaped feet, one can viscerally sense the cartoon contours struggling awkwardly to adapt 
to an anachronistic mode of expression for which they were not designed. Yet the 
handmade element invokes a sense of awe as well as awkwardness through the 
economical loops of the eyelids and pupil, or the suspended rings of black thread that 
form the buttons of the red pants.  
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 A completely different set of methods, materials, and meanings define Rossbach’s 
roughly contemporaneous Tribe of Baskets. To produce five vessels in different sizes, 
Rossbach flattened polyethylene tubes of varying widths and diagonally plaited them into 
cylindrical containers with square bases. By folding the end of each tube back onto itself 
and weaving it back into the basket, Rossbach created the vessels’ sharply serrated rims. 
This was not a technique of Rossbach’s own invention: the crenellated finish has 
precedents such as a plaited palm target used in Tupe game, Magaia, Cook Islands in the 
South Pacific, which Rossbach illustrated in his book Baskets as Textile Art (Figure 3.9). 
Arguably, Tribe of Baskets is distinct from Mickey Mouse Lace on nearly every formal 
metric: one is flat, representational, decorative, and composed, in part, of organic 
material; the other is three-dimensional, abstract, functional, and crafted entirely from 
new media.  
 What, if anything, would enable a viewer to identify these works as being 
executed by the same hand? My wording here is deliberate, as Rossbach regarded the 
presence of the artist’s “hand” paramount to the success of a work of art.273 Rossbach’s 
emphasis on the humanity of handwork is perhaps most evident in the way he favored the 
critical term “handcraft” rather than the more convenient catchall “craft.” Citing 
Rossbach’s 1974 article “The Fiber Game,” art historian Glenn Adamson suggests that 
Rossbach sought to preserve the intimate scale and tactile immediacy of handcraft, values 
that his peers were quick to discard. Adamson explains how Rossbach used Navajo 
“string games” as a metaphor for an approach to fiber that valued pleasure and process 
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over product (Figure 3.10). The artist presented Hicks and Magdalena Abakanowicz as 
foils whose ambitious works related to architecture rather than the human body or the 
work itself.274     
 Though art historians generally use the expression “by the same hand” to identify 
a consistent “autographic gesture,” the comparison of Mickey Mouse Lace and Tribe of 
Baskets—and many more such pairings could be made—reveals that actions of 
Rossbach’s “hand” upon his materials are only consistent in their variability. However, 
across his output, there remains a pronounced presence of human hands as such that 
could be considered “anthropological” in nature. In other words, Rossbach was less 
concerned with communicating the presence of his hand than with the presence of a 
hand. Autographic but not consistent, Rossbach’s handwork signifies the human rather 
than the personal, in keeping with concurrent ideas of anthropological universalism.   
 Rossbach equates handcraft with humanity by linking the eclecticism of the new 
basketry to preindustrial societies that viewed the breadth of textile practices as part of a 
single holistic system. In The New Basketry, Rossbach writes: 
 Handweavers [of the 1960s and 1970s] found that in many of the preindustrial 
 societies nothing separated weaving from other textile techniques, even when one 
 group of workers (for  instance the men) did the weaving while another group 
 (sometimes the women) did the knotting or embroidering. In their textiles a 
 macramé fringe or other knotting terminated in a woven length; or a row of 
 twining functioned to space the warps for weaving; or embroidery stitches 
 enhanced woven images. All the textile techniques were allowed to work together 
 for an aesthetic purpose.275  
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This connection between past and present is visible in Rossbach’s own artwork as well as 
his scholarship. For example, alongside The New Basketry’s discussion of mixed-media 
basket techniques, he illustrates a rebozo from Ecuador that mixes weaving with knotting 
(Figure 3.11). In the caption, Rossbach directs readers to observe the seamless transition 
between the two registers of fabric, and the feat of using continuous warp threads across 
both sections. This is not unlike his own fabric from 1949 executed in an ancient 
Peruvian double-weave (Figure 3.12), in which he capitalizes on the multiplicity of warps 
to switch the patterning from a mottled plaid to vertical stripes midway through the 
weaving process. On a micro-level, Rossbach brings a range of textile practices in a 
single work; at the macro level, Rossbach explores a variety of textile approaches in his 
oeuvre as an entirety. His own formal dexterity thus serves as a macrocosm of the 
movement as a whole. 
 Though Rossbach argues that eclecticism is a point of connection between 
contemporary basketry and that of the past, he concedes that it is actually basketry’s 
conservatism and consistency that allows makers and viewers to connect their activities 
to other times and places. His history of basketry presents a “family of man” by 
reminding readers of the medium’s origins in the Neolithic era: 
 These early people made and used baskets not unlike those we continue to 
 use…In basketry we must feel ourselves linked by a common everyday object to 
 our remote antecedents. At a time when the habits, beliefs and institution
 inherited from the past are being destroyed by our technological society, baskets 
 impose a recognition of our own moment as part of history and prehistory, as a 
 continuation of all natural history.276 
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While other contemporaneous prehistorical technologies—animal husbandry, farming, 
toolmaking, architecture—evolved to greater sophistication, basketmaking remained 
relatively similar across space as time passed: 
 Baskets have been replaced, over and over and over, unmodified, unimproved, 
 unchanged. So, through the centuries, baskets have shown a remarkable 
 endurance. In their perpetual freshness, they are startling survivals from the past, 
 as truly as certain Egyptian tomb paintings and Peruvian textiles which 
 miraculously kept their newness intact.277  
 
Unlike stone monuments, baskets have survived conceptually rather than physically. That 
is, whereas the same physical stones are present in a medieval cathedral, most of the 
baskets made contemporaneously have long decomposed. Rather, through their 
unchanging compositions and techniques, baskets have proven even more durable. A 
basket made today can thus be simultaneously new and ancient at once.278 The lack of 
dates in the captions of Rossbach’s books is a way of underscoring the trans-temporality 
of certain basket styles. The same could be said of his tendency not to name the 
basketmakers in his captions. It is likely that this information would not have been 
available to him, due to imperialist tendency to efface non-Western artists, but anonymity 
is also embedded in the intentions of much basketry as a collective, multi-authored 
medium. According to Rossbach’s model of basket’s durability across generations, no 
single individual is responsible for the designs that remain relatively consistent and 
conservative across time. In this regard, all baskets could be considered simulacra—
cultural copies for which there is no original. By calling attention to these features of the 
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medium, Rossbach unexpectedly brings basketry in step with contemporary theories of 
simulation and the “death of the author.”279   
 
Mass-Production and Rupture  
 Rossbach’s meditations on the continuity and endurance of baskets across history 
had particular urgency because he lived during what could perhaps be the first moment in 
time in which this sense of continuity was truly threatened. He warns,  
 Although they  have seemed eternal, [baskets] are being destroyed by the polluted 
 air of modern times as effectively and as ruthlessly as great edifices of the pas 
 were dismantled by vandal builders for convenient building materials. And 
 modern times will as surely destroy the previously so-destructible yet so-
 indestructible baskets.280 
 
Even regions where basketry prevails—Rossbach names Taiwan and Hong Kong—it 
buckles under market pressures antithetical to the utilitarian and ceremonial purposes that 
motivated past basketmakers. Because the market considers baskets “cheap and 
expendable,” those made for sale in the West—either as exports or souvenirs—use the 
fastest, most standardized, and inexpensive methods possible, resulting in thousands of 
baskets as “uniform and standardized and anonymous as machine products.”281 Rossbach 
expressed his awareness that “the hand production of utilitarian objects takes place only 
in areas where hand labor is cheap and available—that is, underdeveloped countries and 
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sections of countries.”282 In this model, people become machines in ways that contradict 
the aims of handcraft.  
 Available labor was not the only factor diluting the authenticity of international 
handcraft in Rossbach’s mind. He argues that the dominance of machine-made wares, 
textile or otherwise, changed the manner in which people understand and interpret works 
of craft. As an example, he explains the biased ways that illustrators view historical 
Native American motifs through the lens of contemporary machine products, imposing 
the ideal of standardized, uniform textures and colors on works made long ago. Under 
such a rubric, regular dyes and asymmetrical patterns are comprehensible only as defects 
or errors. He concludes, “in describing, and even in seeing and thinking about such hand 
products, we modify them to make them conform to our own standards of machine 
uniformity and order.”283 Consequently, even without market pressures for quick and 
cheap production, basketmakers respond to the machine age with altered forms.  
 By using cardboard and plastic in his own art, Rossbach’s may seem to perpetuate 
this pattern. For example, an undated cardboard basket (Figure 3.13) is constructed of 
mass-printed advertisements for cars and gifts. These materials are capitalist in content 
and intent, selling factory-made items like a decorative cat sculpture, Valentine’s day 
cards, and a set of toys or tools. Rossbach’s raw materials also reference mass-production 
in their inherent material structure, culled from a factory-printed and -assembled 
magazine or box that peddled or held consumer goods, perpetuating the cycle by 
encouraging the viewer to buy more. However, Rossbach could actually be understood to 
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be reversing the shift in aesthetic values toward mechanized perfection. He professes, “I 
want it to look easy. I want it to look innocent. More and more I don’t want my work to 
be refined and crafts mainly. I like the idea of just doing it in the most direct and simple 
way, and not bothering with refining it or carrying it into a higher state 
 The cardboard materials that comprise the vessel under discussion undoubtedly 
originated as rectilinear boxes or booklets. Yet, Rossbach deconstructed them by slicing 
them into irregular strips and reassembling them into a crude container, binding them 
with staples. Both in the preparation and assembly of his materials, Rossbach eschews the 
qualities of perfection and finish associated with industrial production as well as 
traditional notions of “craftsmanship.” Seen from one angle, the overall profile of the 
body of the vessel bulges at the right of the base and the upper left of the body. The 
viewer’s eye rises and falls as it follows the uneven contours of the vessel’s rim, where it 
glimpses the raw unprinted cardboard interior. Even more misshapen are the irregular 
curves of the arms, which reveal their mode of construction through the overlapping 
swatches of text. The unevenness extends to both the alignment and orientation of the 
imagery (the car is upside-down, the row of gifts is sideways and dips downward) and the 
staples (some are straight, others are angled, and all are spaced at uneven intervals). The 
staples could even be considered visual puns on the large, chunky stitches in sewn 
baskets, such as a birch-bark basket from the Skeena River Indians, Hazelton, British 
Columbia (Figure 3.14). In so doing, Rossbach takes the factory-floor uniformity of a 
cereal box and twists it back into the irregular shapes that he prizes in other times and 
places.  
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 These qualities of contingency and asymmetry were broadly embraced in the New 
Basketry. Artists of the 1960s and 1970s often used materials that were not simply 
disposable, but also softer, causing them to tip irregularly. Accordingly, 
 Results seem to be hapless violations of the symmetrical and even of the 
 functional…there is a  sort of anxiety about them, a quality unknown in most 
 commercial baskets. The same sort of anxiety is often evident in the new art 
 fabrics which seem unresolved and uneasy, lacking any calm authority but instead 
 imparting an undeniable sense of search and uncertainty.284  
 
Unresolved, anxious, uneasy, searching, uncertain—these are all values of contemporary 
life. Soft, irregular contours are therefore more suited to Rossbach’s times than hard, 
durable ones that are meant to last, as they display a more marked visual contradiction to 
the hard plastic wares they critiqued. 
 Mass-production has certainly altered the appearance and quality of handcrafts 
worldwide, but more frequently, it has displaced them entirely: “Baskets, which have 
always been made by hand, are not being replaced by baskets made by machine; they are 
being replaced by other useful objects of plastic and paper which serve the same 
purpose.”285 Sometimes baskets were translated into new materials while retaining their 
old forms, as Rossbach cleverly illustrates with molded plastic berry baskets cast with 
mock-staves and weavers (Figure 3.15). These substitutes are only used for short periods 
until they are replaced with better forms that may not resemble baskets at all; today, US 
grocery stores sell berries in plastic lidded boxes that bear only rudimental resemblance 
to the contours and apertures of handmade baskets.286 
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 Objects like these call into question the increasing arbitrariness of what counts as 
or is defined as a textile in the late twentieth century, as the previously non-existent 
category of plastics began to fulfill roles and functions once performed by fabric while 
also mimicking its formal properties: plastic sheeting, for example, is planar, flexible, 
soft, and ephemeral. If the concepts of “fibers” or “textiles” are divorced from their 
medium-specificity, can these new plastics be defined as fabrics? This line of questioning 
also extends to other media, as synthetics took over forms and functions that were once 
the purview of glass and pottery: drinking vessels, storage bins, and decorations, for 
example. The material substitution of plastics for organic media completely invalidates 
the historically medium-based taxonomy of craft in which a basket is defined by reeds 
and wood, furniture by wood, pottery by clay, and so on. Rossbach explores this 
phenomenon by taking apart something that would have once been woven but has been 
replaced by plastic, then restored to weaving, crochet, or another hand process. When he 
does this with Layered Mesh, 1970 (Figure 3.16), he thematizes the idea of trash and 
planned obsolescence explicitly, transforming crude polyethylene garbage bags into a 
delicate looped hanging. By acknowledging the increasingly fluid and contingent 
definition of contemporary textiles, Rossbach anticipates Adamson’s often-cited view of 
craft as a verb and not a material.287 
 When Rossbach takes apart a plastic bag or a cereal box, then, he literally and 
metaphorically breaks down one of the mass-produced objects that have stolen baskets’ 
societal and utilitarian functions—carrying and storing food, for example—and recodes 
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them in another vessel. Though the new object could theoretically serve the same purpose 
as the one that was scrapped for parts, the revamped version reinscribes the handmade 
onto the mass-produced: the icon of advertising is shattered into fragmented patterns on 
the surface of the basket; the smooth surface is reworked into a textured one; and the 
angular, rectilinear mass-media materials are crumpled and bent into irregular curved 
contours. The title of Reconstituted Commercial Textile (Figure 3.17) underscores the 
irony, futility, and circular logic of taking apart a commercial textile and putting it back 
together again in the industrial age. 
 This sense of deconstruction and reconstruction is what distinguishes Rossbach’s 
criticality from complicity. For example, Tribe of Baskets and an untitled plastic 
shopping-style bag (Figure 3.18) both utilize mass-produced commercial plastic sheeting 
to create vessels capable of carrying goods: the first, through plaiting; the second, 
through sewing. Rossbach has used rarefied, relatively time-consuming handcraft 
processes to essentially create a plastic bag—the very consumer product that had replaced 
and outmoded handmade baskets. Made from the same materials of the object that had 
replaced them, Rossbach in effect restores the ubiquitous, cheap, ephemeral containers 
back to their origins in handcraft, reclaiming the container for the handmade.  
 There is a satirical element to these “handmade readymades,” an absurdity that  
so much time and care would be lavished to make one plastic bag into another.288 
Rossbach’s critical act of using craft to comment on its own obsolescence is not unlike 
Robert Arneson’s seminal toilets, such John with Art, 1964 (Figure 3.19). It is highly 
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possible that Rossbach would have seen Arneson’s first toilet when it was shown in 
California Sculpture at the Kaiser Center in Oakland, as he was an avid exhibition-goer 
and a colleague of Arneson’s co-exhibitor, Peter Voulkos, whom Rossbach had 
personally recruited for Berkeley’s Design department in 1959.289  
 Arneson’s work was a medium-specific manifesto: “I really thought about the 
ultimate ceramics in [W]estern culture...so I made a toilet.” 290 If the porcelain throne is 
the ultimate expression of contemporary ceramics, Rossbach’s plastic bag could be 
considered the quintessential contemporary container. Just as Arneson translates a 
ubiquitous mass-produced ceramic object into a handmade one, so too does Rossbach 
humorously convert the ubiquitous plastic bag into a crafted piece. Both objects are 
overly crafted in relation to their routine, almost vulgar functions. Unsurprisingly, critics 
connected the restroom reference to Duchamp’s quintessential readymade, Fountain, 
1917/1964, but Arneson refuted this source: “Duchamp did not make a toilet, he made an 
untoilet. It’s about transformation—he took a toilet and make a work of art out of it—I 
wasn’t transforming anything.”291 Likewise, Rossbach took one container, broke it down, 
and reconstituted it as an equally functional container with an anachronistic structure. 
This gesture is almost an act of turning back time; indeed, time was inseparable from 
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Rossbach’s philosophy on the relationship between baskets and their makers’ material 
experience of place.  
 
Baskets in the Ethnographic Present 
 Throughout his research, Rossbach stresses that basketry forms evolve in direct 
response to the immediate conditions of a given time and place. The varied climates of 
North America led to many kinds of baskets: he states, “The works showed a regionalism 
that reflected the special conditions that inspired them.”292 The relationship between the 
environment and the population was often so tight, he argued, that certain societies 
settled in areas based on available basketry materials. Rossbach held this view since he 
first attempted basketry while stationed in Alaska. He recalls, “Through watching an 
Aleut basketmakers [sic] at work I became aware, most of all, that the traditional process 
requires time and a stable existence, one season to the next, and a general sense of the 
appropriateness of the activity to the total life.”293 McLuhan expresses similar—if less 
rigorously researched—beliefs about the fusion of art and life non-Western societies: “In 
the tribal world, art belongs to ordinary day-to-day experiences: the way a father 
addresses his son, decorates his house door, butchers a pig, dances, puts on this loincloth 
in the morning or addresses his guardian spirit. When art becomes inseparable from daily 
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living…there is no ‘art,’ for all life is art.”294 If this is the case, what expressions are 
appropriate to contemporary American life?  
  Rossbach’s immediate milieu—the liberal Berkeley campus and the hippie 
counterculture of California—lacks any of the stability Rossbach associated with the 
Aleutian context. In Craft Horizons he described the late 1960s and 1970s as a decade of 
incessant change: “These years have left Berkeley people looking different, acting 
different, and I think, feeling different about themselves, or at least trying to.”295 As a 
result of these rather vague, general shifts in consciousness, Rossbach identifies concrete 
changes in attitudes toward fiber. “Certainly today we have new perceptions of textiles,” 
he observes, “Tie-dye with its fluidity and evanescence is in our everyday consciousness. 
Embroidery is rainbows and flowers lovingly worked onto patched and disintegrating 
denim…Printed textiles are T-shirts proclaiming graphic messages.”296 Furthermore, 
Rossbach is aware of the imported origins of these phenomena from his study of African 
ikat dyeing, Japanese shibori dyeing, and Persian hand-blocked fabric printing.297 He 
makes this connection explicit in the following passage:  
 The local scene presents the daily spectacle of textile treasures of other cultures 
 being worn and destroyed, never to be recreated as in the past. We see shipments 
 of new handmade merchandise produced for us in non-industrialized societies. 
 The contrast is only too clear. The new work is shoddy, without love or meaning. 
 We are told we must lower our expectations, and indeed we are often able, if we 
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 try very hard, to discover in the corrupted work an appealing innocence and a 
 speedy directness that fits the times.298 
 
Ironically, it is the very weaknesses of contemporary crafts that resonate with a similarly 
impoverished contemporary society.  
 Instead, speed and economy are the qualities valued in handwork, as in machine-
production. Following the dictates of process art, this interval of time should show in the 
final work. Rossbach explains, “Today boundless time is not usually squandered on 
constructing a single basket: results must come fast; an expenditure of time must 
show.”299 In this regard, Rossbach draws a parallel between the aforementioned non-
Western baskets made in haste under market pressures, on one hand, and baskets made by 
Western and non-Western artists who do not directly face the pressure to produce yet 
want to tap into this important aspect of contemporary life:  
 Although the new basketmaker is not motivated by the need for a fast result to 
 survive, he is subject to the same pervasive influences. His need for a fast result is 
 in the spirit of the time, in the vague pressures, the undefined values regarding 
 time, repetitive processes, etc. The contemporary stresses are expressed in the 
 new work—and consequently, this work often seems more akin to the deplored 
 tourist items than to the quality baskets of the past.300 
 
Rossbach subtly comments on this situation in baskets that could be considered a kind of 
homegrown tourist art. El Salvador, 1983 (Figure 3.20) subtly parodies tourist art. The 
name of the country blazes diagonally across the basket in script, as if printed on a 
postcard. This touristy tone is underscored by diagonal blue film strips that seem to have 
been imprinted from a roll of undeveloped vacation photos. The gridded cells of the film, 
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though inspired by technology, formally echo the pattern of gridded squares of the deftly 
interlaced wooden basket upon which they are printed. The basket’s kitsch decoration 
unapologetically addresses a tourist audience, thereby calling attention to acts of 
adulteration and modification that may be less visible in the handcrafts sold to tourists. 
 Though Rossbach laments these basketry shortcuts in his writings, he himself 
pushed the limits of how quickly a basket could be made, often achieving the same 
correspondence with surrounding life situations that he respected in Aleutian and Native 
American baskets, and that McLuhan admired in what he deemed “tribal” cultures. 
Rossbach may have found his most effective solution to the problems of contemporary 
temporality in his method of cutting and stapling cardboard containers, as in Eskimo Pie 
on a Stick, 1987 (Figure 3.21). Composed of cartons for desserts, dog treats, and cereal, 
the basket captures late-capitalist American convenience culture in multiple ways. The 
title is directly lifted from a product label: the words “on a stick” appear along the 
vessel’s rim. There is a dry humor in this literalism, which seems to poke fun at the 
American consumer’s obsession with convenience. By encasing a square of ice cream in 
chocolate and a foil wrapper, hand-held Eskimo Pies renders ice cream easy-to-eat, 
perhaps even in front of the TV. The addition of a stick is a redundant convenience, a fact 
Rossbach highlights by repeating the image across the vessel. Rather than subjecting the 
fast-food containers to his slow process, he thematizes their message of convenience with 
his equally quick method of cutting and stapling. The cardboard strips are not interlaced, 
but are instead snipped at perpendicular angles to allow the strip to be bent and curved. 
The asymmetry and lopsidedness of the finished product indexes the speed of its 
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production, and emphasizes the handmade transformation of the mass-produced 
cardboard.  
 Fabricated from the detritus of the artist’s own daily life, Eskimo Pie on a Stick 
does not merely symbolize the contemporary American experience, but Rossbach’s 
personal autobiography. It is a specimen that can be interpreted anthropologically or 
ethnographically: viewers can reconstruct Rossbach’s daily life through the material 
evidence of the artifact. What was on TV. That he ate Raisin Bran for breakfast but 
indulged in ice cream for dessert. That he loved his dogs. Reaching further back into his 
biography, Rossbach’s selection of Eskimo Pie packaging seems meaningful when 
contextualized against his military service. Eskimo Pies were contracted by the United 
States military to feed its troops at the same time that Rossbach spent a year in the 
Aleutian Islands during World War II. Moreover, while stationed on the island of Adak, 
Rossbach would have encountered the real Alaskans parodied by the round, childish face 
of Nestlé’s mascot.301 By the time he constructed this vessel, his anthropological 
collaborations would likely have made him aware of the Aleutian baskets (Figure 3.22). 
Though the comparisons between authentic Aleutian containers and Rossbach’s are 
limited to a warm color scheme and a somewhat uneven profile, Rossbach’s singling-out 
of Nestlé’s present-day mockery of a culture with a rich basketmaking culture should not 
go unnoticed. Moreover, this mascot is not the only anthropological reference on this 
vessel. Rossbach thematizes the discipline itself with images of bones from the dog treat 
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box, and three repeating dinosaur maws from a toothpaste container. Like the Eskimo, 
these cartoons are deployed ironically, playfully lending the object a faux-archaeological 
imprimatur while at the same time questioning the validity of such archaeological 
enterprises. Rossbach thus visually contextualizes instantly recognizable pop elements 
within layered historical contexts—a day, a week, a lifetime, a cultural heritage—that 
only reveal themselves through careful, informed analysis. 
 
Materiality and Mediation: “The Graphic Stamina of Yesterday’s Newspaper” 
 As illustrated in previous sections, hand processes were an important way of 
updating basketry for Rossbach’s contemporary situation in a liberal enclave of a 
capitalist country. For many artists working in similar contexts, new materials 
complemented new methods as they sought to reconcile ancient or foreign basketry 
modes with changing economic and social circumstances. Inexpensive, ephemeral 
materials allowed artists to adapt the history of basketry and bring it into continuity with 
their contemporary moment. In defining The New Basketry, Rossbach felt it necessary to 
state a seemingly obvious fact:  
 The new baskets differ from old baskets in their use of techniques and materials 
 not formerly available…When formed into baskets these materials suggest that 
 the artist looked at the modern world, perhaps as earlier people looked at the 
 surrounding vegetation, and matter-of-factly used what was available. To see 
 movie film plaited into a basket which was traditionally made of palm strips 
 encourages a new response to both the old and the new material.302  
 
In many ways, Rossbach’s throwaway, replaceable, fragile ephemera are not unlike 
grasses and leaves and twigs – dried, expendable, worthless. In an industrial society, 
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Rossbach implies, trash has become the new grasses and leaves.303 Examples of old 
designs reworked in unexpected materials abound in The New Basketry, such as Susan 
Wick’s knot of inky plastic tubing (Figure 3.23) and Marti Holmer’s plaits of shredded 
calendar pages (Figure 3.24). 
 Similarly, many of Rossbach’s baskets discussed thus far—the untitled stapled 
cardboard jug with handles, plastic shopping bag, and Eskimo Pie on a Stick—were 
quickly crafted from expendable materials. Others— Bobbin Lace with Openings, Mickey 
Mouse Lace, and Tribe of Baskets—though also made from detritus, were lavished with 
large amounts of time and care that seemed, at times, unsuitable to the degradable and 
devalued materials. In some ways, this bifurcation—which, it should be noted, is far from 
black-and-white—reflects a driving distinction in global and historical basketmaking that 
Rossbach identifies in The Nature of Basketry between “temporary” and “permanent” 
baskets. The former are fashioned quickly in response to a specific, immediate need, and 
because of their minimal modification, they are better able to preserve the vitality of their 
organic materials. This is evident in an illustration of a plaited basket from Conibo 
Shipibo in eastern Peru (Figure 3.25). It was made with maximum efficiency by leaving 
the palm fronds attached to the stem, which serves as a natural readymade stave and 
weavers. A sampling of other locations where Rossbach identifies this practice include 
the Andaman Islands, Australia, Mexico, eastern Peru, and the First Nations in British 
Columbia. Conversely, permanent baskets are found on all continents, are usually made 
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from sturdier fibers, and are kept for a greater length of time, often passed down through 
families over the course of generations.  
 Once again, Rossbach explicitly likens the vegetable fibers of temporary baskets 
to twentieth-century Western garbage in a mythopoetic simile describing the effect of 
temporary baskets that are kept beyond their intended lifespan:  
 By their existence as preserved objects the temporary baskets have lost their 
 quality of the temporary except by a kind of implication. They have a peculiar and 
 unexpected force. They are like our society’s expendable throwaways which 
 should disappear fast, otherwise they become almost threatening. A paper plate 
 tossed into the brush beside the road can seem to persist, to hang on doggedly to 
 its existence, so much so that the same waste object blotting the landscape week 
 after week and from one year to the next comes to suggest an instinct for survival, 
 as though unless actively destroyed it would linger forever,  stained and faded, as 
 the last—and most significant—remnant of a civilization when all the monuments 
 had vanished. Temporary baskets in museums have that sense of persisting.304  
 
In this dystopian, almost post-apocalyptic vision, Rossbach identities—and condemns—
trash as the most emblematic material culture of contemporary American society. At the 
same time, by comparing single-use paper and plastic goods to the “temporary baskets” 
of other cultures, Rossbach offers a reminder that the desire for convenience is not unique 
to the contemporary United States. Setting aside the uncanny exception of the zombie 
paper plate, he identifies a bias toward permanent monuments and materials in the 
historical record and artistic valuation, suggesting that we need to look at things fresh and 
reevaluate our criteria by which we use materials to understand entire cultures: 
 While we have come to accept the machine products of our own society as being 
 expendable and, at the same time perhaps the most expressive aspects of our 
 culture, we may still misunderstand similar profligacy with handmade objects. 
 The handmade throwaways may be as central to other cultures as our machine 
 products are to ours. It may seem incomprehensible to us that in a hand society as 
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 in a machine society the expressive qualities and aesthetic values may reside as 
 much in what is thrown away as in what is carefully preserved. Our judgements of 
 such societies have been based almost exclusively on the preservable, with all the 
 limitations in concept and meaning which the preservable implies.305 
 
Rossbach thereby calls for re-prioritizing and dismantling binary stereotypes of “us” as 
sophisticated consumers and “them” as naïve makers.  
 Comparable to ephemera that overstays its welcome, a similar sense of 
artificiality accompanies organic materials in a time when such materials are increasingly 
obsolete. In another parable from “More Random Thoughts About Baskets,” a section 
titled “Nature and Baskets,” Rossbach describes how his study of William Wordsworth’s 
poetry and Richard O. Hatton’s Handbook of Plant and Floral Ornament inspired him to 
grow his own palm and flax, and to seek the sources for rattan, ash trees and pandanus to 
see what they are like in nature, as his only frame of reference was the store. However, he 
came to the conclusion that this was an inauthentic way for him to work, perhaps because 
in late twentieth-century Berkeley these exotic fibers were not true reflections of his 
everyday reality. Ironically, that materials that are part of the rhythms of everyday life are 
the mass-produced “fibers” of dog treat and Eskimo Pie boxes that mark the passing of 
time as they pile up and are taken out in weekly trash cycles.306  
 In Eskimo Pie on a Stick, the word “Fiber” culled from a purple Raisin Bran box 
makes this substitution of synthetic fibers for natural ones punningly explicit. Far from 
exclusive to the crafts, the gradual replacement of fabrics with paper was symptomatic of 
the broader cultural shift toward built-in obsolescence. One manifestation of this 
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phenomenon is the paper dress fad in the US and UK during the mid-1960s (Figure 3.26). 
Couture brands made paper clothing, but more commonly, it functioned as a promotion 
for candy bars, pies, and paper party supplies. In paper dresses that wrap women in 
newspapers and branding materials like commodities, Rossbach’s aim of recoding the 
bodily relationship to the materials of mass-media finds an unexpected analogue.307 
 Rose Slivka, editor-in-chief and writer for Craft Horizons from 1959 to 1979, 
offers one of the few theories for understanding the aesthetic and semiotic reclamation of 
objects of “obsolescence and waste” in the crafts, specifically. In her essay “The 
Persistent Object,” she echoes Rossbach’s view that “[i]t is the nature of the craftsman to 
be involved with the actual materials of his world.” 308 For the late twentieth century, 
Slivka sees the nature of this engagement as follows: 
 The machine has given us so many products for every conceivable purpose in 
 every possible material—plastic, paper, glass, ceramic, fiber, metal—with such 
 quick obsolescence that in their unremembered anonymity they make almost no 
 demands on our sensibilities, leaving us free—easy come, easy go—from being 
 possessed by possession. Today, the craftsman finds himself in the quixotic 
 position of producing more objects for a society that already has more objects 
 than it knows what to do with. In a world staggered by the weight and scope of its 
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 own material proliferation, we have now developed a positive culture of 
 obsolescence.309   
 
As Slivka proposes, Western culture has shifted away from idealizing permanence and 
solidity as values to strive for in art. Charles Baudelaire’s foundational description of 
modernity as “the ephemeral, the fugitive, the contingent, the half 
of art whose other half is the eternal and the immutable” may have destabilized the 
weight assigned to classical art, but for the late twentieth-century avant-garde, “the 
contingent” did not only have to comprise half of an artwork, but could overtake it 
entirely. 310 Embracing the possibilities afforded by their new environment of 
ephemerality, artists and consumers realized that quickly-made items may be equally—if 
not more—useful than well-made ones, in keeping with Rossbach’s distinction between 
temporary and permanent baskets. Slivka ventures, “The machine proved that even a 
poorly made thing may function very well while it lasts; quick obsolescence has nothing 
to do with the ability to function. In fact, obsolescence may even reveal its aesthetic 
quality, like the graphic stamina of yesterday’s newspaper.”311 Yesterday’s newspaper is 
functionally irrelevant; too old to be cutting-edge as breaking news, but too recent to be 
valuable as a historical document, the viewer is left to focus on its pattern.  
 Rossbach’s frequent use of “yesterday’s paper” as a raw material suggests that 
newsprint captured the texture of his times. As Rossbach rolled, cut, crumpled, or folded 
sheets of newspaper into linear “fibers,” he had minimal control over what images and 
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words would remain visible afterward. He had even less influence over what printed 
areas would be exposed in the final basket, for as the fibers dipped beneath one another to 
produce plaits and twisted around one another in twines, as in a large twined basket with 
four handles (Figure 3.27), intervals of imagery were obscured from the viewer. In this 
way, the patterning process is not unlike the organic evolution of designs in baskets that 
Rossbach describes in The New Basketry. Ironically, the foreign, ancient basketmaking 
process ensured a postmodern randomness and representative sampling of current events 
through the glimpses of imagery on the strips crossing over and under one another.  
 Further, by applying a wide array of processes to this one medium, newspaper 
functions like a controlled variable in a scientific experiment, emphasizing the impact of 
each anachronistic or appropriated technique in the contemporary West Coast US 
context. A coiled bucket basket (Figure 3.28) follows the same coiling strategy found in 
examples from Ethiopia and Tunisia, illustrated in a chapter on the process in The New 
Basketry (Figure 3.29). Likewise, a newsprint twined basket (Figure 3.30) successfully 
updates the organic materials used in a structurally similar Yurok basket (Figure 3.31). 
The caption for the older artifact can be applied to newsprint as well: “The twined wefts 
appear only slightly less resistant and rigid than the heavy warp stakes. Nothing is soft 
and pliable and fine, so that all the elements are held apart, and structural details are 
evident.”312 Perhaps the most referential example is Peruvian Tunic (Figure 3.32), 
Rossbach’s newspaper imitation of a Peruvian textile fragment from the first millennium 
(Figure 3.33). When translated to a black-and-white photograph, the intricate loom-
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weaving is virtually indistinguishable from its translation into crudely rolled newspaper 
and store-bought fabric, and the visual texture of newsprint even mimics the ravages of 
age on a textile. Though critics thought his and similar works were intended to be as 
convincing as forgeries, Rossbach explained that his true intention was to think about 
what forms the pre-Columbian Peruvians would make if they had access to current 
technology and materials.313 The visual noise of newsprint creates a simultaneously stark 
and seamless contrast with the textile structures that it modifies.  
 In addition to newspaper, Rossbach detects a “graphic stamina” in other patterns 
that resemble abstracted woven basket materials. The lines of text, the chart structure of 
nutritional information, and other serial configurations like film strips or financial 
reports, imitate the coils or crossings of weavers and staves. The same could be said of 
another work from 1989, Space Orbit (Figure 3.34) a cardboard construction composed 
using a similar snip-and-staple process. With a narrow base widening into a bulbous 
neck, the top-heavy form leans precariously and resembles a vase as well as a rocket. The 
cosmic title refers to the vessel’s form as well as the material: a glossy, deep blue 
cardboard alternates with strips printed with sprays of rainbow lasers. The general 
impression is that these “strands” of fireworks double as the fibers that would normally 
comprise a basket, bringing the vase back into the realm of natural fiber.   
 Rossbach claimed to use newspaper for these purely formal reasons, much like 
Picasso before him. “[I was drawn to] the texture, the sense of ordinariness of it. I was 
not remotely interested in seeming clever or in making a statement about newspapers in 
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our society,” he explained, “yet when the baskets were finished, the letters and words and 
fragments of illustrations added a peculiar force. They seem to speak out with an 
undeniable message.”314 Again, as with Picasso, Rossbach acknowledges that his formal 
compositions in newsprint still carried political underpinnings, unintentional or 
otherwise.315 The “undeniable messages” of newsprint speak to the nature of globalization 
at the time Rossbach was working. Rossbach’s research emphasized that baskets reflect 
the places where they are made.316 Nevertheless, he acknowledges that globalization has 
largely disrupted this connection:  
 Today, when materials and technologies move so easily across borders, it is 
 difficult to comprehend a time when people of a small area used their own 
 materials in their own ways, while adjoining groups used their materials in their 
 ways, to satisfy essentially the same needs.317  
  
Here, Rossbach rehearses the classic globalization-as-homogenization argument.318 Is 
there any such thing as regionalism when packages and branding imagery are distributed 
nationally and globally? In such a situation, newspaper and packaging materials—
inherently circulating, ephemeral materials—were the artist’s solution to express the  
character of globalized time and place.  
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 Cardboard boxes and newspapers are suitable basketry materials for the late 
capitalist global era because they are intentionally designed to cross borders. 
Newspapers, like packaging materials, are meant to circulate to audiences across the 
country and world. They are also stamped with their place of origin, usually a city—The 
Boston Globe, The New York Times, The Los Angeles Times—yet have a global outlook 
by reporting on world current events. In addition, newsprint is literally a “dated” medium. 
Time is intrinsically encoded in the newspaper format in the form of current events that 
are only alive that day. Time-stamped with the date and place of publication, newspapers 
also call to mind the text that appears on baskets onto which archaeologists and 
anthropologists have written the date, country, or identification number directly onto 
vessels (Figures 3.35, 3.36). Newspapers thus materially embody the compromise 
between global and local, current and historical, as well as the rapid pace at which the 
former gives way to the latter. 
 Likewise, shipping materials—Styrofoam, packing peanuts, cardboard boxes, 
tissue papers, plastic wrap, and tinfoil—materially register the shifting economic 
relationships between people and nations in an era of increasing globalization. On the 
most basic level, Rossbach’s very awareness of this oft-overlooked sector of material 
culture is symptomatic of his sensitivity toward containers; based on his research into 
baskets, he is more attuned to utilitarian containers than most. He sees the objects that 
carry other objects, when other people may only see the latter. Westphal shows a similar 
sensitivity in the way that she decorated the interiors of the boxes in which she shipped 
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her own artworks.319 If both the decorated box and the object it carries are made from the 
same media, what distinguishes the two? The same question could be posed of Jet-X10 
(Figure 3.37), a shimmering plaited tapestry bedazzled with foam packing peanuts. By 
expressing the commonalities between art objects and their packaging or par ergon, 
Westphal and Rossbach bridge two worlds of commerce and high art.320  
 In Yve-Alain Bois’ essay “Pause,” the author takes inventory of other artists 
working in cardboard around the same time as Rossbach: he cites Andy Warhol’s 
simulacral wooden Brillo Boxes, Dorothea Rockburne and Mel Bochner’s post-
minimalist constructions, and the subject of the essay, Robert Rauschenberg’s Cardbirds 
of 1971 and 1972.321 Bois discusses the transition between wooden crates to cardboard 
boxes. When Rauschenberg moved from New York to Florida, he said:  
 I thought, okay, I’m going to live [in] many other places and can’t be dependent 
 on the surplus and refuse of an urban society. So, what material, no matter where I 
 was in the world, would be available? Cardboard boxes! It was sort of a practical, 
 rational decision. I still haven't been any place where there weren’t cardboard 
 boxes… even up the Amazon. 322 
 
In this view, cardboard is symptomatic of global capitalism’s homogenizing effect. And 
yet, cardboard had a distinctively American inflection, for in the early 1970s, Europe had 
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largely resisted the replacement of family farming by the giant conglomerates of the 
agriculture industry and of open-air markets by food supermarkets.323  
 Cardboard is perhaps most evocative of Rossbach’s contemporaneity in its 
existence as a liminal position between the spaces of production and consumption, as a 
means of transporting goods from one place to another. Unlike the larger metal shipping 
containers that were supplementing and supplanting smaller cardboard boxes as global 
trade intensified, cardboard remains human-scaled, to be handled by laboring bodies. By 
using cardboard, then, Rossbach reinserts the laborer into the equation of global trade, 
suggesting a possible means of resisting its inexorable trajectory.324 Following this logic, 
decorating the interiors of boxes (Westphal) or reworking them into baskets (Rossbach) is 
a means of humanizing them and reclaiming them for the handmade.325  
 The transient materials of cardboard and newspaper seem even more vulnerable—
both physically and societally—from a twenty-first-century perspective, as the Internet is 
rapidly redefining the ways in which people consume products and information. Even 
during Rossbach’s own lifetime, newspapers likely faced similar threats of obsolescence 
from television. Much like baskets outmoded by plastics, shipping containers and 
television news were supplanting and accelerating processes associated with both. The 
dematerialization wrought by television had implications for handcraft that Rossbach 
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contemplated in “Baskets: More Random Thoughts About Baskets,” an unpublished 
manuscript in a pamphlet accompanying his solo exhibition Woven Vessels in 1995 at the 
Grace Hudson Museum in Ukiah, California. The handout contained a sequence of short 
vignettes—not unlike McLuhan’s—that read almost like parables or allegories, one of 
which was titled “Baskets and TV.” Therein Rossbach described a program that recorded 
an individual creating a “traditional melon basket,” an act that requires the weaver to 
sensitively respond to the tension of his or her materials as the armature develops. The 
process is not about speed, but about an experience that could not be translated into the 
televisual medium. Rossbach laments, “TV transformed this into something frenzied and 
yet machine-like – unfeeling. Watching it I suddenly felt that nothing that I value was 
valued; nothing that I trust was trusted.”326 What Rossbach values and trusts is a sense of 
time, coded in material experience.  
 Such direct encounters were inhibited by television and other forms of 
dematerialized communications media. Rossbach hypothesizes, “In a world consisting 
more and more of spectators, we are enchanted with the idea of ‘communication’ as a 
substitute for direct experience.” 327 He derides artists who consider the communication of 
an experience more significant than the experience itself, as though the former only 
existed in service of the latter. Drawing an analogy to Abstract Expressionist painting, as 
he often did, he notes that the indexical, autographic gestures of a painter can only 
communicate a vicarious experience to a viewer to the extent that the viewer can relate 
the act to his or her own past experience. In other words, someone who never painted will 
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have difficulty decoding Jackson Pollock’s indexical drips because they have no point of 
reference. In the late twentieth century, viewers’ embodied knowledge of the crafts was 
rapidly declining, which Rossbach credits as a reason that baskets often seem unable to 
reach contemporary audiences. Yet is this embodied knowledge necessary? Rossbach 
continues: 
 Yet when a person says, upon looking at a basket or any other textile, ‘Think of 
 the time it took to make it,’ he may be doing more than merely illuminating (as 
 the artist who made the object may interpret the remark) the distorted values 
 which are part  of the detestable illness of the century, that anything which takes 
 time is not worth bothering with. It has become essential to feel a pressure of 
 time, to reject anything which requires an abundance of time. And with such a 
 rejection of doing ourselves, we reject any full appreciation of what others are 
 doing or have done. Yet by feeling ‘time’ when he confronts a piece of quilting or 
 embroidery or  lacemaking or basketry, the viewer may be close to the essence of 
 the art. 328 
 
Whether they consider themselves artists or craftspeople, many makers reject the 
tendency of viewers to marvel at the intricacy and finish of a product, as this runs counter 
to modernist modes of art criticism in which these qualities are unfavorably associated 
with conservative academicism rather than introspection, talent, and process. Yet as 
Rossbach points out, the time necessary to complete a basket is a defining feature of the 
art form, and in relating to this sense of time, the viewer is able to indexically understand 
the process in an almost medium-specific way. 
 Moreover, this experience of time is not easily found in contemporary American 
life. Rossbach attributes the anachronistic nature of baskets in his contemporary 
American context to be related less to the novelty of the materials used, and more to the 
ways in which they are handled:  
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 When baskets seem at odds with the other things in our contemporary 
 environment, we may attribute it to their being hand-made utilitarian objects. 
 Their quality of differentness may derive also, and to a great measure, from their 
 being the results of the ancient design methods of working directly with the 
 materials. As opposed to modern approaches of working with ruler and pens on 
 graph paper, or with symbols on a computer.329 
 
Rossbach’s hypothesis extends his previously discussed writings on handcraft and its 
incompatibility with design for production and technology, which draws on an entirely 
different vocabulary. This is pronounced in his own works that thematize technology, 
such as a Slipcover for Computer (Figure 3.38). Its early date—1969—shows that 
Rossbach was informed about recent technological developments, which was 
undoubtedly fostered by his situation in the California academy. Indeed, as recent 
scholarship has shown, the hippie DIY ethos was coextensive with the hi-tech 
developments in Silicon Valley.330 Rossbach’s attempt to assimilate the graphics and 
materials of early computing results in a crude “quilt” of heat-bonded blue and red plastic 
squares evoking chips or electrical wires, affixed on a clear sheet that alludes to the 
transparent monitor screen. Unaware of the future ubiquity of personal laptops and the 
real necessity of laptop sleeves, in 1969 the cover could have been more of a tongue-in-
cheek satire in which computers are likened to toasters by means of a homey quilted 
coozie.  
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 Katherine Westphal was also a strong influence on Rossbach’s approach to 
technology, arguably stretching the limits of posterity and contemporaneity farther than 
he did on both ends of the spectrum. He commented, “Sometimes in trying to photograph 
Katherine’s work, I am convinced that she does all she can to resist the rules of this 
technological time.”331 Westphal experimented with many strategies to achieve this, one 
of which was to use the physical materials of electronic technology against themselves, as 
in a pair of baskets that use television tape in lieu of organic fibers (Figure 3.39). TV is 
often discussed as if it were dematerialized and removed from embodied reality, as in 
Rossbach’s account of watching a melon basket being made onscreen. Westphal 
complicates this reading by using television tape to reclaim the dematerialized experience 
of TV as an embodied, manipulable medium over which the viewer—not the device—
ultimately has agency. Unlike Rossbach’s deployment of newspaper into similar forms, 
the televisual imagery is not merely fragmented, but completely obscured and illegible. 
The human is thereby restored to the position of the maker or crafter of imagery and 
objects rather than vice-versa, overturning the effacement of time and material that 
Rossbach lamented in TV. Photographed in an unkempt natural setting among dirt and 
leaves, Westphal re-roots the TV reels in a specific time and location, reminding us that 
the seemingly dematerialized media of TV—much like the phenomenon of 
globalization/global trade that they facilitate—in fact rely on physical, localized 
materials, just like the cardboard packages that similarly enable networks of global 
capitalism that are so often assumed to be dematerialized.  
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 Westphal was also fascinated with then-emergent technologies of brown line, 
blueprint, positive and negative film, Kodalith, and especially color Xerox. Constantly 
moving between these media, she would photocopy her embroideries, returning them 
back to images on paper that she would subsequently cut, collage, or reembroider. “The 
cycle might go on endlessly,” Rossbach explains, “with one thing reproduced from 
another, always changing in the process, transformed by the new machines…This seems 
to characterize so much work being done today.”332 Rossbach invokes this sense of 
screened reality by reproducing the patterns of one basket onto another. In a gesture akin 
to designers’ prevalent use of faux-wood paneling veneer during the 1970s and 1980s, or 
Picasso’s well-known inclusion of printed chair caning into his collage Still Life with 
Chair Caning, 1912, an unidentified rust-colored basket (Figure 3.40) uses cardboard 
printed with the blackened lattice of open-plaited wood. The result is unconvincing: no 
one could mistake the basket print for actual woven fibers, as the cuts and creases in the 
cardboard disrupt the continuous lines of the reeds, and the shiny steel staples call 
attention to the fact that they, not the reeds, are responsible for holding the basket 
together. Like Roy Lichtenstein’s frozen brushstrokes, Rossbach invokes not the 
handmade, but rather the sign of the hand, as a means of decrying and/or celebrating the 
overall shift in art from introspection and difficulty toward an art of surface 
impressions—in Lichtenstein’s case, from Abstract Expressionism to Pop.  
 In an even less convincing superimposition of texture (Figure 3.41), the entire 
profile of Nigerian Ibo coiled basket has been photographed and applied to the basket’s 
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side. Originally appearing in The New Basketry (Figure 3.42), the source photograph’s 
distinctive three-dimensional cowrie shell beading is flattened and purged of its maritime 
context, for the shells would have been sourced either through nature or specific trade 
routes. The basket is further removed from its natural-cultural origins through the 
mediation of photography and photocopying, a “waning of affect” that could be 
associated with Fredric Jameson’s definition of postmodernism. Both the cowrie shells 
and their photocopies are embellishments rather than structural elements of the baskets, 
yet they look very different in their form.333 The substrate itself is plaited in the formal 
Japanese style from natural ash splints. The paper covering, also Japanese in origin, 
serves to familiarize the object rather than render it more exotic; masked in dull brown, 
the handmade takes on the appearance of a standard cardboard box. The evocation of a 
distinct hand, time, and place, are circumscribed onto an object of entirely different 
provenance, and the blatant nature of this appropriation through the unconvincing 
embellishment is a way of highlighting and critiquing the process of acquisition, 
assimilation, and ultimately, rejection of non-Western handmade goods, as mass-
produced utilitarian objects supplant their crafted counterparts.  
 
Conclusion: Out of Time, Out of Place 
 In the years following Samuel Johnson’s proclamation that handcraft could 
remedy the ills of contemporary American “throwaway society,” the Objects: USA 
exhibition traveled across the country, as well as in Europe and Asia. Rossbach authored 
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a review of the Oakland Art Museum’s presentation for Craft Horizons, “Objects: USA 
Revisited.” He was dissatisfied with the work, remarking, “I never could have said, this is 
where the action is.  It seemed difficult to convince myself that this is where it had ever 
been.” He was troubled by the discrepancy between his own malaise and the enthusiasm 
of his younger friends: 
 They kept saying, ‘but you have to remember, the work is four or five years 
 old…’ As though that explained everything. As though there is no longer an 
 expectation that meaning will endure more than a moment... As though a 
 photograph were the thing photographed. They never have learned that the 
 medium is the message.334 
 
Rossbach’s critique of the exhibition extends the implications of his own basketry on two 
fronts. First, he rejects the contemporary emphasis on novelty in favor of the enduring 
values of materiality evidenced in crafts that have withstood the test of time and distance. 
Second, he disavows the simulacra of contemporary media culture in which direct 
experience is displaced onto stand-ins and dispersed into copies.  
 The same themes of Rossbach’s refrain recur in Natalie Gittelson’s introduction 
to McLuhan’s Harper’s Bazaar article. In keeping with McLuhan’s mixing of 
temporalities and locations, Gittelson quotes Shakespeare in her introduction to the issue. 
“Four hundred years ago!” she exclaims, “How out of it can you get?” 
 The catchword of our time is, in one groovy syllable, Now. Those who cling to 
 the day before yesterday, much less to circa 1600 are, in McLuhan’s words, not 
 ‘the swingers but the square.’ At this curious moment in time, it is never to his 
 ‘own self that the swinger is true, but to the image of himself—the prettified, 
 phonied-up, simplistic illusion of reality. Who will deny that now the image-
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 makers make our society?...McLuhan might regard this as symbol and symptom 
 of the new electronic age.335  
 
Gittelson, McLuhan, and Rossbach are in agreement: for North Americans in the era of 
late capitalism, the present is appreciated over the past, and the copy is valued above the 
original.336    
 Yet in the proliferation of media culture during the 1960s and 1970s, Ed Rossbach 
detected a paradox. The increased mediation and simulation of experience was expressed 
not through the dematerialization of the object, but rather through the opposite: an 
excessive production of waste and ephemera, such as newspapers, magazines, plastics, 
foils, wrappers, and cardboard. Working in “the slow processes that seem so at odds with 
the times,” Rossbach turned these materials against themselves to convey the very values 
of direct experience, craftsmanship, and labor that these media threatened.337 He located 
these values in the examples he examined so closely in his books and articles, which 
were, in turn, based on his firsthand object study. In his combination of “slow 
techniques” and “fast” materials, Rossbach reconciles bodily rhythms with the 
fragmentation of postmodern life, searching for stability in unstable times. 
 In collapsing the distance between past and present, Rossbach promotes a 
universalism that serves as a means of linking the premodern and the postmodern. He 
poignantly likens the lingering detritus of contemporaneity—the newspapers, the tinfoil, 
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the cellophane—to relics such as the lentils and bread unearthed in Pompeii, or Ms. 
Havisham’s decaying wedding cake in Charles Dickens’s Great Expectations: 
 The perishable thing which survives speaks most potently of time, of all time 
 rather than the moment of its existence. Built-in obsolescence is a familiar 
 concept which we are coming to accept in what we consider to be our non-art 
 utilitarian objects. We are trying to come to terms with the idea of a throwaway 
 society…Increasingly our art is not concerned with posterity. The validity of 
 everything is in the ‘now.’ The idea of art that is evanescent or self-destructible 
 (sic) becomes more and more intriguing. We enshrine for the moment the found 
 object of no intrinsic value. 338 
 
For Rossbach, objects that persist in spite of their own vulnerable material composition 
provide the most powerful evidence of human resilience. In their persistence in spite of 
changing times, baskets foster a sense of timelessness that, again, counteracts the late-
twentieth-century reification of the present. This sense of time is felt not only in looking 
at baskets, but more importantly, through the process of making them. Rossbach 
explains: 
 Time becomes an ingredient; the basketmaking process induces not only 
 meditation and contemplation, but an unusual awareness of time, a measuring of 
 time, a  manipulation of time, a celebration, an observation. The units of 
 construction become units of time measured. Basketry, like the other textile arts, 
 becomes a time experience.339 
 
In redefining the making of baskets in term of experience rather than product, Rossbach 
argues that “basketmaking might seem to be more akin to music than to the visual arts, 
more of a time experience than a space experience, more concerned with the time aspect 
of manipulating materials than the spatial aspects.”340 Throughout his scholarship and 
artwork, however, partially contradicts this statement by conflating issues of time and 
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space. African, Oceanic, and Native American cultures that are geographically distant are 
also pushed back temporally. So while the production of an individual basket can 
function as a clock or calendar, the history of baskets reads more like a map, relocating 
cultures in a romantic preindustrial time that is spatial as well as chronological. 
 By applying ancient and foreign techniques to the mundane materials and motifs 
of American life, Rossbach illuminated the specificities of distinct cultural traditions in 
his scholarship and carefully researched baskets. At the same time, he perpetuated the 
romantic myths surrounding non-Western handcraft during the 1960s and ’70s—a time 
when globalization made understanding other cultures’ artistic and commercial 
production an urgent social imperative. Through his simultaneous engagement with both 
“deep” and “shallow” time, with “close” and “distant” proximities, Rossbach used the 
medium of basketry to suggest that the rhythms of handcraft are not incompatible with 
the pace of contemporary experience.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 
Textiles in Translation: Sheila Hicks and the Languages of Craft and Capital 
_____________ 
 
 
 Between and 1969 and 1977, Sheila Hicks enlisted a team of French Carmelite 
nuns to assist her in creating a series of eighteen semicircular textile wall hangings 
(Figure 4.1; detail Figure 4.2). Approximately thirteen feet in length and four-and-a-half 
feet in diameter, each tapestry features a monochromatic low-relief grid pattern that 
varies slightly from one panel to the next. Embroidered onto a perforated linen ground, 
strands of raw silk blush and blanch as they run flat across the support, darting behind it 
and reemerging at measured intervals to form the monochrome ivory checkerboard. The 
nearly imperceptible irregularities between each pearlescent filaments’ width and 
striation causes them to shimmer and cast shadows, further nuancing the color scheme. 
Around the perimeter, the grid fractures into smaller squares before dissolving 
completely into a haze of horizontal stitches.  
 Though abstract, the composition invokes a number of natural and cultural 
associations, particularly when interpreted in relation to the itinerant artist’s travels. 
Hicks specifically had “cloud formations” and “Japanese scroll paintings” in mind when 
composing her design, and the patchwork patterning also recalls aerial views of farmland 
as is found in her native Nebraska.341 The rounded contours create a portal shape 
reminiscent of the archways of Moroccan, Indian, and Mexican colonial architecture, 
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while the square swatches resemble the tiles or adobe plaster from these built 
environments. The additive registers of square blocks also take on a hieroglyphic 
character, like indecipherable letters accumulating to form words, sentences, and 
paragraphs. By subtly incorporating such diverse influences and artworks from her global 
travels, these lunettes function like an abstract map of Hicks’s own patterns of cross-
continental circulation. 
 Yet when this group of works is divorced from the artist’s biography and returned 
to its original context of display, these associations are called into question. The eighteen 
panels were not in fact intended for close art historical analysis on a white gallery wall. 
Rather, they were commissioned to decorate the rear of the first-class interior lounges of 
Air France’s new fleet of Boeing 747 airplanes. As suited travelers like those in Air 
France’s publicity image (Figure 4.3) casually conversed and ordered drinks from the 
adjacent bar, would they have even registered these hangings as works of art? If so, 
would they have been able to access the foreign influences incorporated into them? And 
what of the labor that Hicks and her assistants performed – would this handwork be 
communicated to passengers through the tapestries’ intricate embroidery stitches and 
soft, warm materials?  
 Such unanswerable questions are the byproduct of Hicks’s constant and fluid 
movement across borders, both geographic and generic. She imports cultural references 
into new works made in other countries, resulting in products that are in turn marketed or 
shown in yet another part of the world. At each stage of this process, layers of cultural 
significance accrue to the objects. Though these associations persist simultaneously into 
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each new situation of display, they are not equally accessible to new viewers who may be 
unfamiliar with the textiles’ original mode of signification. Likewise, when a site-specific 
work designed for a corporate context is physically or discursively relocated into a fine 
arts conversation and vice-versa, the new audience may be prompted to contemplate the 
work in a different mode. 
 These issues of (mis)communication are central to the work Sheila Hicks 
produced during the 1960s and 1970s, when the boundaries between different nations and 
spheres of production were challenged from multiple directions. Hicks’s textile 
sculptures and bas-reliefs from this period simultaneously proffer and withhold a critique 
of the globalization of labor in art and industry alike, alongside a critical commentary on 
the dissolving boundary between these two spheres. Issues of communication are also 
inseparable from Hicks’s embrace of anthropology, for the abstract symbols in her art—
as well the material form these signifiers take—do not merely communicate, but actually 
perform the dynamics of cultural exchange through their physical and discursive motion 
across borders.  
 In the Air France tapestries and other works, such cross-cultural circuits and 
symbols are imaged through the overriding metaphors of writing and translation. Just as 
Claire Zeisler invoked the metaphor of thread to discuss her collecting practice 
throughout her career, so too has Hicks repeatedly returned to a foundational metaphor to 
ground her own process: that of textile-as-text. Language is a fundamental device that 
Hicks uses to shape both the physical structure and metaphorical significance of her 
textiles. In a journal entry, she observed, “I often make a statement about my feelings 
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regarding the world using textiles as my language.”342 Elsewhere she wrote, “I have a 
project related to linguistics. The idea is to take a single pliable element – in this case, of 
course, a single thread, comparable to a thread of language—and to demonstrate, as you 
might weave ideas around a theme, the most that can be done with it.”343 Hicks attaches 
such linguistic associations to specific pieces through titles that refer to writing: Blue 
Letter (1959) (Figure 4.4), Escribiendo con Textura (Textured Writing) (1960) (Figure 
4.5), and White Letter (1962-1963). This approach to writing contrasts with that taken by 
Ed Rossbach, who wrote about ancient and foreign textiles to better understand their 
material makeup and historical context. Instead, Hicks treats fiber as a language in its 
own right rather than a research strategy. 
 There is a long history of comprehending fiber as a type of syntax in the 
disciplines of linguistics, literature, and art theory. In her essay “Textiles, Text and 
Techne,” Victoria Mitchell discusses the ancient etymological links between the three 
words that comprise her title. Textiles and text both originate from the same Latin root 
textere, to weave. By bringing techne – the Latin word for craftsmanship – into the 
equation, Mitchell challenges the modern Euro-American cultural understanding of 
language as something purely optical and conceptual. Instead, she reminds us that 
language is perforce communicated through man-made material symbols. As Mitchell 
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points out, “weaving, writing and drawing share a common denominator through the 
practice of graphein, the graphic, a practice which demonstrates a formative trait for both 
texts and textiles.”344 This shift in perspective from viewing language as optical medium 
to a tactile material composed of accumulated tangible graphic units opens up the 
possibility for interpreting Hicks’s fiber-based artworks in semiotic terms. 
 Following this framework, I contend that Hicks’s analogy between language and 
fiber catalyzed her fluid movement between different cultures, as well as between the 
seemingly contradictory spheres of fine art and industry. This is because viewing 
language as a material, and thread as a language, lays the groundwork for proposing a 
second metaphor, one that compares textiles and translation. If fiber can communicate 
information, it can also translate it into other fiber structures and systems of meaning. 
Hicks capitalizes on fiber’s capacity to encode, and in turn, translate meaning 
transculturally by combining multiple geographic and historical references in her textiles. 
Yet due to their abstract aesthetic and layers of cultural and technical influences, her 
artworks do not readily disclose these exchanges to viewers. In this regard, Hicks’s work 
of the 1960s and early 1970s gives visual form to certain complexities of globalization 
that would not be systematically studied until decades later.   
 This chapter begins biographically with sections that contextualize Hicks’s 
development in terms of anthropological inquiry, framing her textile interventions as acts 
of translation. Subsequent sections employ this theoretical apparatus of translation to 
trace the evolution of specific compositional devices as they migrate across several 
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disparate projects that Hicks executed in different part of the world: specifically, the 
collaborative and consulting work she undertook with community workshops of various 
sizes in Mexico, India, and Morocco, during the 1960s and 1970s. During these same 
decades, Hicks also executed large-scale fiber commissions for transportation, 
communication, and finance companies. Using the Air France tapestries as a mobile 
touchstone representing this type of work, I decipher how the textiles obliquely reference 
those Hicks produced in settings that were decidedly non-corporate, analyzing how the 
materials and motifs operate in their new milieus. Instead of translating the visual 
languages of distinct cultures, rendering them visible and comprehensible to uninitiated 
audiences, I believe the tapestries offer ambivalent visual signifiers that slip between and 
through different cultural identifications based on the politics, experiences, and 
associations that each individual viewer brings to the work. In so doing, they 
simultaneously expose and obscure networks of global labor and exchange across 
cultures and classes.   
 
Grounded: Biographic and Theoretical Contexts 
 On the occasion of her 2012 retrospective at the Addison Gallery of Art in 
Andover, Massachusetts, Hicks mapped her personal and professional history as a series 
of circles and spirals that intersect like a complex Venn Diagram (Figure 4.6). The chart 
is scrawled with dates and names of cities, countries, and institutions: Guerrero, Mexico; 
Kerala, India; and Paris, France, to name a few. The looping, tangled circles visually 
imply that events were simultaneous and interconnected, revealing how Hicks’s career 
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trajectory influenced her similarly recursive treatment of multiple geographic and 
historical references in her textiles. Rather than following a teleological, linear 
progression, Hicks has always worked in a cyclical fashion. The colors, techniques, and 
compositions that she favored in her early work frequently resurface in her later pieces, 
and with each reincarnation, these designs accumulate added layers of signification.  
 These intersecting spheres correspond to a body of work that cannot be 
categorized as exclusively weaving, tapestry, painting, or sculpture. Over the course of a 
career spanning the 1950s to the present, Hicks has pushed her already-interdisciplinary 
medium of fiber into new spaces of production and display. As has been mentioned, 
Hicks executed commissions for corporate headquarters, banks, churches, airports, and 
airplane interiors in France, Japan, and the United States. She broke into this industry 
when the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA), New York, acquired several of Hicks’s early 
works in 1961 after she showed them to former museum director Alfred Barr and to the 
current Department of Architecture and Design curators, Greta Daniel and Arthur 
Drexler. Another representative from this department, Mildred Constantine, 
recommended Hicks’s Prayer Rug (1965) from the museum’s collection when CBS 
President William Paley requested something to soften the granite walls of Warren 
Platner’s ground-floor restaurant in Eero Saarinen’s CBS corporate headquarters building 
in New York, which opened in 1965. This exchange led to the commission for Grand 
Prayer Rug (1966) (Figure 4.7) for the space, which became the first of many 
collaborations with Platner for the Ford Foundation (1966-67), Georg Jensen Center for 
Advanced Design, New York (1968), TWA terminal at John F. Kennedy Airport (ca. 
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1962), and more.345 These high-profile projects led directly and indirectly to other 
architectural commissions: for example, Theo Crosby invited her to create panels for his 
conference center in Mecca, Saudi Arabia, after seeing Grand Prayer Rug in situ.346  
 Meanwhile, Hicks established and advised textile workshops in Taxco el Viejo in 
Guerrero, Mexico; Kozhikode in Kerala, India; Huaquén, Chile; and Rabat, Morocco. 
Her role in these endeavors varied, ranging from grassroots co-founder to government 
consultant. Finally, bringing fiber into the realm of fine art, Hicks exhibited in several 
landmark group exhibitions, including Woven Forms at the Museum of Contemporary 
Crafts, New York, in 1963; Wall Hangings at the MoMA, in 1969; and Perspectief in 
textiel at the Stedelijk Museum, Amsterdam, also in 1969. Hicks has sustained the pace 
of her perpetual experimentation and is perhaps more visible now than ever, garnering a 
recent wave of attention at exhibitions such as the 2013 Venice Biennale, Italy, and the 
2014 Whitney Biennial at the Whitney Museum of American Art, New York.  
 Much of the literature on Hicks treats her diverse and far-reaching career in its 
entirety, taking the form of biographies, surveys, and interviews. The earliest 
comprehensive examination of her work was a monograph by Monique Lévi-Strauss 
from 1974, but the next book-length publication on Hicks was not published until Nina 
Stritzler-Levine’s Sheila Hicks: Weaving as Metaphor in 2006.347 Stritzler-Levine 
                                                
345 Joan Simon, “Unbiased Weaves,” in Sheila Hicks: 50 Years, ed. Joan Simon, Susan C. 
Faxon and Whitney Chadwick (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press; Andover, Mass: 
Addison Gallery of American Art, 2011), 106-7. 
346 Chadwick, 178. 
347 Nina Stritzler-Levine, ed., Sheila Hicks: Weaving as Metaphor (New Haven and 
London: Yale University Press; and New York: The Bard Graduate Center for Studies in 
the Decorative Arts, Design, and Culture, 2006). 
  
174 
structured her exhibition and publication for the Bard Graduate Center for Studies in the 
Decorative Arts, Design, and Culture, around Hicks’s small-scale work. Four years later 
the Addison Gallery of American Art in Andover, Massachusetts, organized a large 
traveling retrospective, Sheila Hicks: 50 Years. The latter’s substantial exhibition 
catalogue features an introduction by Susan Faxon, an overview of Hicks’s career by 
Joan Simon, and a thematic essay on abstraction by Whitney Chadwick.348  
 As the scholarship on Hicks has become more developed, each author has 
provided us with more information about her influences, techniques, and life experiences. 
But because Hicks is the most visible American fiber artist, the reception of her work 
registers many of the problems endemic to fiber scholarship more broadly, as outlined in 
the introduction to this dissertation. Efforts to secure Hicks’s status in fine arts museums 
have placed undue emphasis on her modernist training and her work’s resemblance to 
process art. More often, curatorial and promotional attempts to safeguard her artistic 
pedigree have prompted writers to avoid critical discourse altogether. Consequently, 
much of the literature on Hicks takes the form of expository exhibition catalogues that 
present facts and images rather than interpreting them. Recently, however, scholars have 
begun to explore the social implications of Hicks’s art; in “A Sign of the Times: Sheila 
Hicks, the Fiber Arts Movement, and the Language of Liberation,” Cynthia Fowler 
situates Hicks’s art within discourses of feminism and protest that were current at the 
                                                
348 Joan Simon, Susan Faxon, and Whitney Chadwick, Sheila Hicks: 50 Years, exh. cat. 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2010).  
  
175 
time.349 However, Hicks’s art of the 1960s and 1970s also addresses issues of 
globalization – a term that was not used regularly until the mid-1980s.  
 The globalization debates of the 1980s and 1990s were largely structured around 
two opposing positions. Some artists and writers celebrated the new forms of hybridity 
and diversity that this situation of increased transnational exchange seemed to generate, 
while others were wary of the potential for increased communication to result in cultural 
homogenization or neo-imperialism. By the later 1990s, however, it was already clear 
that this binary construction between positive and negative views was an insufficient 
framework for contemplating and navigating global dynamics. In “‘Perfidious Fidelity’: 
The Untranslatability of the Other,” art historian Sarat Maharaj offers a more nuanced 
model of global exchange, which he terms “the scene of translations.”350 Rather than 
focusing on the polar extremes at either end of an artificial dichotomy, Maharaj turns to 
the excess that lies beyond it in an effort to “recode what the scene of translations throws 
up – hybridity – to recharge it in a double-turn, a positive and negative force in one 
go.”351 He concludes: 
 A recoding would need to index hybridity as a site shot through and traced with 
 the untranslatable which serves as its supplement and prop. […] We begin to see 
 hybridity not so much as a self-standing, fixed term but as an interdependent one 
 changing and rechanging as it interacts with the aura of the untranslatable, with 
 the remains and leftovers of the translation exercise.352  
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Maharaj’s word choice of “recoding” implies a translation in and of itself; the subject of 
his translation is, self-referentially, the process of translation. His “recoded” vision of 
hybridity challenges what he perceives as “our workaday notions of translation” as a 
process that converts messages in one language into equivalent, legible counterparts in 
another language.353 Though most serious translators do not see their craft as creating 
direct equivalencies, this is arguably a belief that many casual readers hold when 
consuming a translated text in their own language. Cautioning against such prevailing 
views of translation as a teleological process that results in what could oxymoronically be 
called a “pure hybrid” form, Maharaj calls attention to the necessarily incomplete and 
disjunctive nature of all cultural translation, encouraging readers to think as much about 
what materials and ideas cannot traverse borders and be synthesized into new forms 
along with what can.  
 To identify the nature of this excess in Hicks’s practice, it is important to note that 
Maharaj is also a textile theorist. Significantly, his discussion of the semiotic malleability 
of fiber overlaps substantially with his theories of globalization. A quotation from his 
much-cited essay “Textile Art: Who Are You?” mirrors his observations about 
globalization above: for him, textile art is “an undecidable—as Derrida puts it, something 
that seems to belong to one genre but overshoots its border and seems no less at home in 
another. Belongs to both, we might say, not belonging to either.”354 This description of 
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fiber work’s generic excess as both fine art and industrial product echoes the category of 
“remains and leftovers” from his earlier essay, showing the close ties between 
globalization and weaving theory in his thinking. Fiber production mirrors the conditions 
of globalization by its inherent crossing of geopolitical borders as well as genres, and in 
its generation of some kind of remainder or excess from this act of transposition.  
 Maharaj makes these links between textile theory, linguistic, and globalizing 
underpinnings explicit in yet another influential essay for the field of craft studies, 
“Arachne’s Genre: Towards Inter-Cultural Studies in Textiles.355 Here Maharaj invokes 
the foundational myth of the goddess Athena and her ill-fated textile-making competition 
against the Lydian woman Arachne in order to posit two competing models of textile 
production. Maharaj associates Athena with order, authority, and containment, and 
contrasts her with Arachne’s subversion and unruliness. In Maharaj’s account of 
Arachne, the ideas of generic otherness, signaled by her foreign weaving style, coincides 
alongside her Lydian ethnic alterity. As a Lydian working in a different weaving style or 
“language,” two forms of alterity—generic and ethnic—come together in the same 
trickster figure, troubling Athena’s dominant order in a two-pronged attack. This 
distinction helps illuminate the symbolic operations of Hicks’s textiles, which likewise 
cross boundaries of both genre and ethnicity in their fusion of fine art formalism and 
industrial distribution, and of cultural influences from different cultures and continents. 
Equally important is Maharaj’s accession that once textiles cross into new contexts, their 
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signals may be rendered unintelligible to the new audience. Drawing on Jean-François 
Lyotard, Maharaj explains, 
 The possibility of an epistemic barrier needs to be admitted. To speak of cultural 
 orders whose ways of patterning and picturing experience are ‘radically at odds 
 with ours’ is to face up to incommensurable elements of systems which cannot be 
 decoded on to another. There is no ‘common idiom’ in which to do so, hence their 
 ‘radical difference.’356  
 
In the context of Maharaj’s metaphor, Athena cannot understand the implications of 
Arachne’s textiles. Consequently, the subversive potential of Arachnid, polyvalent 
textiles like Hicks’s may not be able to effectively enact the sociopolitical and aesthetic 
critiques that are latent in their physical fibers. Indeed, Maharaj specifically speaks to 
how the border-crossing, fluid nature of Arachnid textiles can actually cause them to 
circle back into the conservative terrain of the dominant order, reinforcing prevailing 
customs rather than challenging them. Similarly, in Hicks’s art, subversion against the 
dominant order is not mutually exclusive with complicity toward it. In the next section, I 
outline how Hicks began to adopt an Arachnid global perspective through formative 
encounters with the field of anthropology. 
 
Takeoff: Developing an Anthropological Orientation 
 Hicks’s interest in anthropology began at Yale University, where she completed a 
BFA in 1957 and an MFA in 1959. For her BFA thesis, “Pre-Incaic Textiles,” she re-
created several samples of Pre-Columbian textiles to better understand their structure 
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(Figure 4.8).357 Her thesis advisor, weaver Anni Albers, also used this methodology and 
was known to cut ancient textiles in her study collection to observe their cross-section.358 
Albers’s own research identified the non-Western view of textiles-as-text that Hicks 
would also espouse. Albers commends:  
 Along with cave paintings, threads were among the earliest transmitters of 
 meaning. In Peru, where no written language in the generally understood sense 
 had developed even by the time of the Conquest in the sixteenth century, we 
 find—to my mind not in spite of this but because of it—one of the highest textile 
 cultures we have come to know.359  
 
Similar to Hicks, Albers views fiber not as metaphor for language or a supplement to it, 
but as a language in its own right. Hicks was also exposed to this view through the 
mentorships of her co-advisor, archaeologist Junius B. Bird of the American Museum of 
Natural History. In his own excavations he encountered some of the world’s largest 
known surviving Quipu, a three-dimensional recording system based on knotted strings 
(Figure 4.9).360  
 A third figure at Yale also likely influenced Hicks’s view of Andean textiles and 
of textiles-as-text: MesoAmerican historian George Kubler. She cites his “Art of Latin 
America” course as one of her greatest influences and recalls being “taken by the colors 
and shapes of the weavings in Peruvian mummy bundles excavated at Machu Picchu; the 
drama of seeing them paired in the class slide lectures, how one brought the other alive 
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for me. And dramatically impacted my imagination—the coexistence and contrast of this 
massive stone construction and this intricate needlework, made with needles of thorn.”361 
This vast differential in scale can be found in her own vacillation between the diminutive 
Minimes and her increasingly monumental public installations.362 Kubler’s influence on 
Hicks extends beyond content to methodology, particularly her own fascination with 
written structures. She studied with Kubler during the years leading up to the publication 
of his book The Shape of Time: Remarks on the History of Things, released in 1962, and 
many of the terms he uses resonate with the precise language Hicks employs to discuss 
her own art. What Kubler calls “the durability of forms over time” is manifest across her 
career as she reprises forms from within and beyond her lifetime.363 Central to this is his 
idea of the “form-class,” or the exploration of a problem over time. A resolved problem 
was called a “closed series,” but one still under investigation generated objects belonging 
to an ongoing “open sequence.” This mirrors her own classification of her work into 
“channels of investigation” comprising “closed works” and “open compositions” that 
could be rearranged through combination of modular units, the draping of strands, and so 
forth.364 Kubler’s belief in the power of everyday material objects to communicate across 
temporal and geographic borders is similar to Hicks’s tendency to identify shared cross-
cultural solutions to common textile problems, and to draw out these interrelationships by 
amalgamating them in her own art. 
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 However, like Maharaj, Kubler also observes that there are limits and barriers to 
these types of cross-cultural and cross-temporal communications. Kubler uses linguistic 
translation as a metaphor for the evolution of material objects across time and space: 
 [T]he historian’s idea of change is related to the linguist's idea of “drift,” 
 exemplified by the progressive separation that widens between cognate languages. 
 This “drift,” produced by cumulative changes in the articulation of sounds, can be 
 related in turn to the interferences that distort any audible communication. The 
 telephone engineer calls such interferences “noise.” “Drift,” “noise,” and change 
 are related by the presence of interferences preventing the complete repetition of 
 an earlier set of conditions.365 
 
The “noise” of the ever-changing circumstances in different times and places prohibits 
the exact repetition of a sign in a new context, prohibiting acts of direct translation. This 
dynamic plays out in the evolution and combination of references in Hicks’s own 
artworks, in which the noise of globalization cancels out or transmutes the foreign 
messages she imports into new cultural contexts.  
 Hicks augmented her classroom knowledge and personal experimentation by 
researching South American textiles and their context on-site. Between attending 
undergraduate and graduate school from 1957 to 1958, her professor Josef Albers 
encouraged her to apply for a Fulbright Scholarship, in part to teach the color theory 
course he had established at the Universidad Católica, Santiago, Chile.366 The grant also 
enabled her to pursue the research on Peruvian and Mexican hand-weaving techniques 
that she had begun as an undergraduate. After graduate school, Hicks immersed herself in 
Mexico’s visual and material culture firsthand while living there between 1959 and 1964. 
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Exchanges with local artisans expanded her knowledge of textile techniques and design, 
but Hicks did not limit her investigation to fiber and fabric. She also visited and 
photographed pre-Columbian archaeological sites and modernist buildings, incorporating 
their structural principles and surface textures into her woven work.  
 Wherever she went, she carried a small handloom that facilitated her non-verbal 
mode of ethnographic research, enabling her to investigate textile structures by copying 
and adapting them in thread. She called these inventive small weavings called Minimes. 
The French word Minime could simply allude to the fact that these are “miniature” 
works. If read phonetically in the artist’s native English, the idea of these works as a 
“mini-me” or metonym for Hicks’s own identity accords with her early use of these as a 
form of self-promotion. They functioned as business cards that could be stuffed in her 
pocket and pulled out to show curators and acquaintances. Following Maharaj’s concept 
of Arachnid textiles, the Minimes do not belong to any one genre or have a singular 
function.  The autonomous, small-scale artworks doubled as studies for ideas that Hicks 
applied to her larger pieces. She recalls, “my small work […] enabled me to build bridges 
between art, design, architecture, decorative arts, and crafts.”367 Curator Nina Stritzler-
Levine expounds on this approach by drawing explicit formal and material connections 
between Hicks’s miniatures and her large-scale commissions. “The small works exist in 
their own right,” she contends, “but this does not preclude examining how they inform 
other practices, notably design.”368 Thus, the Minimes mediated between the embodied, 
culturally situated labor of Hicks’s collective workshops and her large-scale commissions 
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for the offices and meeting areas of multinational corporations. Physically, they traversed 
these sites given their mobility; conceptually, they did so by helping serve as experiments 
or studies for Hicks to work through problems she would apply in larger commissions. In 
this regard, the Minimes serve an important function for contemporary researchers as 
material evidence of Hicks’s historical engagement with various communities, especially 
in situations where the direct products of these collaborations have been dispersed, lost, 
or destroyed. The next section charts these collaborations and the way that Hicks and her 
employers framed artisanal labor in a global context. 
   
In-Flight: Artisanal Labor in Mexico, India, and Morocco    
 Hicks wove many of the Mexican Minimes on a crudely constructed backstrap 
loom alongside weavers in Taxco el Viejo in the state of Guerrero, where she ran a 
workshop focused on building a local community with a global outlook (Figure 4.10). 
This was Hicks’s first effort to establish a collective, self-perpetuating organization of 
craftspeople. Her goal was twofold: she wanted to work with the community to preserve 
and perpetuate indigenous art forms, but she also wanted to help the weavers tailor their 
products for an international clientele, which would enable the community to participate 
in the growing transnational economy on their own terms. As she explains, “The 
workshops I founded were meant to be self-sustaining without my continued 
involvement. Most of the time it was intended as humanitarian assistance giving workers 
greater access to financial gain.”369 Though the labor-intensive methods and organic 
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materials used at Taxco el Viejo may seem to resist global capitalism, they ironically 
function here as a means for residents to enter the global capitalist system.  
 Hicks frequently held economic privilege over those with whom she worked, and  
she grappled with this issue through contemporaneous and retrospective press statements 
framing these relationships. Hicks acknowledges her status as an outsider in these 
situations and expresses a desire to adapt to the community’s rhythm rather than 
imposing her own upon it. “It was such a pleasure to go into their place, their space, and 
find my place within the ensemble,” she recalled of these projects.370 She even argued, 
“When you get right down to it, they don’t work for me, I work for them.”371 In addition, 
Hicks has mentioned her refusal to sign her designs or to receive royalties for this type of 
work. In these regards, her democratic intent is not necessarily voluntary, but is virtually 
mandated by certain realities of the design industry; soft textile products are notoriously 
difficult to sign, and a lack of royalties does not negate the fact that Hicks was probably 
paid a fixed sum up-front.372 Her insistence on paying her assistants and anonymously 
issuing her products is not necessarily a political gesture in and of itself; rather, it is only 
legible as progressive in the context of European craft and design history and its long 
history of unpaid apprenticeship labor.373 
 Hicks may be more advanced in how she conceives her artistic exchanges with 
global workshops as opposed to how she frames their economic ones. She assigns 
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creative agency to the Mexican workers: “I [went] for the pleasure of having that much 
material, that much willingness to experiment, and eagerness to realize, produce, and 
perpetuate.”374 By pairing the contradictory verbs “to experiment” and to “perpetuate,” 
Hicks proposes a new role for her Mexican collaborators in relation to the prevailing 
discourse of modern art. Euro-American primitivism exoticized African, Asian, Middle 
Eastern, South American, and Oceanic people, regarding them as resources for Western 
artists’ own art rather than creative agents in their own right. In the modernist imaginary, 
cultural products from beyond Europe and America were viewed as anachronisms left 
over from a romantic, less advanced past. Artists from Pablo Picasso to Jackson Pollock 
mined other cultures for formal inspiration, but critics did not reward artists of color who 
approached their own heritage in this way, or who preferred international artistic idioms 
over inherited ethnic ones, as Ann Eden Gibson and James Clifford have observed.375  
 Clifford, for instance, cites an anecdote by Indian novelist Amitav Ghosh, who 
describes an ethnographer whose fantasies of an archaic Other are exploded when he 
discovers their cosmopolitanism. His metaphor for this encounter – “the traditional, rural 
village as airline transit lounge” – is one that resonates with the tensions embodied in 
Hicks’s work for Air France.376 The idea that the ethnographer can parachute in and 
“discover” the Other’s cosmopolitanism is one-dimensional, even though it is formulated 
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by Ghosh, an Indian author. For when Clifford appropriates the anecdote, the idea of 
“traditional, rural village as airline transit lounge” does not debunk the stereotype of the 
“traditional rural village,” but reinforces it by framing it as the opposite of the “airline 
transit lounge.” Further, the concept of the “cosmopolitan” has a history that extends to 
the Enlightenment, and it evokes a degree of privilege not available to many non-western 
cultures.377 Using the simile of an airline lounge to describe an underprivileged group 
masks the lack of actual mobility that these individuals possess, because the distance 
between metaphorical and actual airline lounge is too great.  
 By supporting the drive to both “experiment” and “perpetuate” at Taxco el Viejo, 
Hicks challenges the discourse of primitivism to the extent that she recognizes an avant-
garde experimentalism among her workers that the primitivizing international modern art 
market would have refused to grant them. Framing their methodology in this way gives 
the work an advantage within this economy, but it does so at the expense of correlating 
the experimental nature of the local designs by recourse to a distinctly Western concept. 
In other words, in order to debunk the Western stereotype of non-Western crafts as static 
and “traditional,” she assimilates them into a Western discourse of avant-gardism that 
likewise distorts their approach through a Euro-American lens.378  
 The words “experiment” and “perpetuate” also have competing temporal 
dimensions when used to describe non-Western art, as the former invokes a view of such 
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countries as “preindustrial,” less advanced, or out of time synchronically with the West. 
Maintaining historical crafts in less wealthy countries was a way of preserving 
longstanding stereotypes of these countries as less technologically or artistically 
advanced. Accordingly, during the years that Hicks was working to preserve and adapt 
indigenous textile traditions worldwide, anthropologists, sociologists, and art historians 
were actively debating the ethics of such superficially noble endeavors to keep traditional 
cottage industries intact. Writing in 1970, Ellen Micaud posed the question thus: “How 
can one justify conserving the authenticity of an artisan who wants only to innovate and 
modernize as he sees that all around him change is the order of the day?”379 The multiple, 
contradictory definitions of the loaded term “authenticity” has historically served to 
suppress innovation in cultures with strong historical craft traditions. In a modern art 
context, “authenticity” describes an artist’s truth to their inner psyche, contemporary 
surroundings, or cultural identity. This definition is diametrically opposed to the word’s 
meaning in anthropological discourses surrounding “tribal objects” and “tourist art” in 
which “authenticity” connotes a timeless, unchanging commitment to tradition.380 In this 
light, the avant-garde experimentation and innovation that Hicks acknowledges and 
cultivates in all her collaborations helps support urgent postcolonial efforts toward 
independence, but only on Western terms through the Western concept of the avant-
garde.  
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 This dynamic remained at play when in 1965 Hicks commenced her fifteen-year 
engagement as a consultant for the Parry Murray & Co. Ltd. And Commonwealth Trust 
Ltd, an Anglo/Indian design firm located in the district of Kozhikode in the state of 
Kerala, India. The following year she made the first of many trips to India to oversee 
their large hand-weaving outfit of over 2,000 workers (Figure 4.11). Hicks worked 
directly with the weavers to develop commercially viable designs for the rapidly 
globalizing marketplace. The most successful line of functional and decorative 
commercial yardage that Hicks designed with the firm was called The Kerala Collection, 
and the most popular fabric in this series was called Badagara (c.1966–76) (Figures 4.12-
4.13), named for the eponymous Keralan city. Used for placemats, bed covers, and 
upholstery, Badagara was distributed internationally by retailers such as Crate and 
Barrel. It was also circulated to a local market, and was installed by Air India, 
government guesthouses, and the Taj Mahal hotel in Mumbai.381  
 To cater to these markets, Hicks proposed strategically rebranding the company as 
a purveyor of high-quality, handcrafted wares that were unique to the region, as opposed 
to copying European designs that had already gone out of style.382 She encouraged the 
weavers to add hemp, jute, wool, flax, coconut fiber, and sisal to their repertoire, which 
had previously been centered on cotton. She recalls that they “patiently corrupted the 
things they knew how to do expertly … [and] the[ir] accidental findings or mishaps were 
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refined into highly unexpected fabrics with odd yet attractive qualities.”383 Hicks accedes 
her own position as an interloper who is asking the weavers to “corrupt” their local 
traditions. Her description of the collaboration recalls her earlier characterization of the 
Mexican workers because she recognizes their contributions through the Western 
framework of the avant-garde, unable to identify a non-Western rubric for understanding 
their aesthetics that lies beyond the binary of “perpetuation” and “experimentation.” 
 The nature and degree of collaboration in Hicks’s industry endeavors differs due 
to her distinct role in each. In Mexico, she founded a workshop herself; in India, she was 
hired by a corporation; and in Morocco, she was commissioned by the Moroccan 
Ministries of Applied Arts and Community Development in 1971.384 All three situations 
presume economic goals, but they benefit three different types of “community”: local 
families, an international corporation, and a national heritage industry. The latter goal is 
explicit in Hicks’s task in Morocco, which was to design prototypes that would revitalize 
the nation’s longstanding industry of hand-knotted carpets, which was jeopardized by 
globalization and mass production (Figure 4.14). Beginning in the colonial period, 
authorities in Morocco had started to fear that the quality and value of Moroccan rugs 
would decline due to competition from new markets and technologies. In 1918, the 
French government supported Director of the Department of Indigenous Arts in Morocco 
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Prosper Ricard’s systematic efforts to safeguard the nation’s artisans and their work.385 
After gaining independence, the Moroccan government imposed its own standards to 
protect the integrity of its rug industry by regulating the number of colors and knots per 
square decimeter on each carpet and legally banning machine-made versions.  
 Governmental interest in protecting and promoting “traditional” handcrafts during 
the 1960s and 1970s was not unique to Morocco. UNESCO founded the World Craft 
Council in 1965 to help coordinate governmental initiatives among its 55 member 
nations.386 Its mission entailed “building greater understanding between peoples,  
maintaining standards of excellence, developing cooperatives and markets, and 
preventing the exploitation of the small craftsmen who cannot protect themselves.”387 Art 
historian Jenni Sorkin speaks in general terms about why craft industries were often 
selected by governments to communicate national identity on a global stage: 
 craft is most often linked to fiscal policy, a redistribution of labor, production, and 
 skill resulting in improved economic conditions, while avant-garde art is linked to 
 social policy and its ensuing debates of morality. The circulation of handmade 
 goods, no matter how expensive or inefficient their production, have markedly 
 more potential for bestowing pride upon a nation through mass ownership and 
 collection. In both formats of production, it is public efficacy that is at stake, 
 turning on questions not of usefulness but of use, as political propaganda, the 
 inherent attributes of craft’s materialism, its sustainability and durability, is potent 
 as a metaphor for community and nation building.388 
 
Sorkin’s statement underscores why during the postwar period of decolonization, finding 
new markets for Moroccan crafts was a crucial economic imperative as well as a cultural 
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one. A census taken in the immediate postwar years concluded that Morocco’s artisan 
class comprised at least 1.86 percent of its total population of ten million. Prior to Hicks’s 
arrival, the government had experimented with supporting its artists by purchasing their 
work, but they found that there were too many artisans to regulate effectively, let alone 
subsidize.389 Therefore, Hicks’s prototypes (Figure 4.15) implement several subtle 
strategies intended to increase the objects’ success on the Western art market while 
integrating Moroccan techniques, materials, or designs. The arch motif of each carpet 
resembles Islamic prayer rugs and the portals of Rabat’s local architecture, yet Hicks 
radically simplified its level of detail, reduced the number of knots per square decimeter 
from 200 to 900, and limited the color schemes to a maximum of four hues. These 
abstract, streamlined revisions targeted a clientele of Western private collectors who were 
more familiar with Minimalist art, architecture, and design.  
 In addition, Hicks performed the simple gesture of raising the rugs from the floor 
to the wall. Although the vertical displays do pander to Western viewers familiar with the 
idea of gallery or museum display, the verticality of the finished rug pays homage to the 
labor and process of its making, which is accomplished on an upright loom. An upright 
loom can just as easily make a floor-bound rug, but matching the orientation of the 
production with the display could be seen as an act of equating the maker-laborer with 
the consumer-viewer. Moreover, when a selection of the finished rugs was displayed at 
Bab Rouah, a converted art gallery in Rabat’s ancient city gate, the primary audience was 
local. The press coverage of this exhibition in English-language publications, such as 
                                                
389Micaud, 90. 
  
192 
Craft Horizons and Design, document its Moroccan attendance through many 
photographs that show veiled Moroccan women critically contemplating the carpets 
(Figure 4.16).390 These images of women striving to understand and form opinions on the 
carpets remind us that they were not the ones who ultimately determined the form of 
these objects. Put differently, the rugs are not “written” in the Moroccan women’s native 
textile language, but have been translated through Hicks’s Western perspective.  
 In an effort to acknowledge Moroccan heritage, Hicks simultaneously denies the 
Moroccan audience the right to determine their own conception of cultural authenticity. 
Hicks speaks for the Moroccans through these collaborations. Yet when she incorporates 
signifiers of their heritage into installations in other countries, do these materials and 
symbols have the capacity to speak directly of their source culture on their own? The next 
section explores this question by considering how Hicks fuses symbols of artisanal labor 
from diverse countries and brings them into corporate spaces, where they come into 
dialogue with very different kinds of white-collar labor. 
 
Turbulence: Crafted Interventions in White-Collar Workplaces 
 Throughout the 1960s, fiber artists like Hicks embraced the opportunity to 
experiment with material and form at an unprecedented scale as countless corporations 
commissioned fiber art. Devoting an amply-illustrated chapter to this phenomenon in 
their seminal publication The Art Fabric: Mainstream, Jack Lenor Larsen and Mildred 
Constantine argue that “such large, relatively empty spaces as lobbies and reception 
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areas, banking halls and passages are natural settings for Art Fabric. They offer organic 
relief to hard, monotonous surfaces.” 391 According to Constantine and Larsen, fiber 
commissions were widespread among architects and clients seeking to add warmth and 
softness to the stark, angular, modernist interiors of their International Style buildings. 
The International Style was the default architectural aesthetic for non-places worldwide; 
its clean lines and smooth, white surfaces were ideally suited to the ideology of the non-
place, as they seemingly promoted an aesthetic of uniformity, blankness, and even 
emptiness. 
 Even the most critically renowned examples of the International Style were 
reproached for the potentially alienating effects that they exerted on the workers who 
occupied them. In Cubed: A Secret History of the Workplace, Nikil Saval charts the 
popular perception of white-collar work in Europe and America over the course of the 
twentieth century, explaining how these myths and biases were shaped by and projected 
onto office architecture and design. In the postwar US, the desensitizing effects of 
corporate environments became a literary and filmic trope that Saval summarizes using 
Allen Ginsberg’s presentation of non-manual labors in Howl (1955). Ginsberg asks, 
“What sphinx of cement and aluminum bashed open their skulls and ate up their brains 
and imagination?”392 As Saval explains, the belief that “modernism was antihuman” for 
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workers persisted into the 1970s, prompting postmodern designers to propose 
experimental office architecture and layouts to improve employees’ well-being.393 Fiber 
installations and other corporate artworks could be considered part of this trend.  
 Other anti-capitalist figures were similarly seeking to understand and overcome 
the alienating effects of corporate spaces at this time. Also writing concurrently to 
Hicks’s Air France commission, Marxist Humanist Henri Lefebvre theorized that capital 
flowed through spatial circuits that had become increasingly abstracted and disembodied. 
Henri Lefebvre offers an alternative model of the non-place that explains the political and 
economic dimensions of these liminal areas. He posits, “Capitalism and neocapitalism 
have produced an abstract space that is a reflection of the world of business on both a 
national and international level, as well the power of money and the ‘politique’ of the 
state.”394 Though Lefebvre emphasizes the abstract nature of global capitalism, he locates 
it in physical sites: “This abstract space depends on vast networks of banks, businesses, 
and great centers of production. There also is the spatial intervention of highways, 
airports, and information networks.”395 Not coincidentally, these were the type of sites 
that commissioned textiles from Hicks and her peers working in fiber. Examples include 
the TWA restaurant at John F. Kennedy International Airport, New York; the American 
Airlines Lounge at Lambert Airport, Saint Louis; and the MGIC Investment Corporation 
Headquarters in Milwaukee (Figures 4.17-4.19).  
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 This type of indeterminate, unstable site is what Marc Augé might classify as a 
“non-place.” Writing during the rise in globalization theory during the 1990s, Marc Augé 
observed that such spaces – airports,  grocery stores, and banks, as well as the abstract 
and physical channels that connect them, such as highways and flight plans – were being 
drained of sociological significance under the hegemony of global capitalism.396 
According to his definition, the non-place stands “in opposition to the sociological notion 
of place […] with the idea of a culture localized in time and space.”397 Examples of non-
places include airports, highways, and hotel rooms – zones that people constantly pass 
through, but never linger in. The roving interior of an airplane, then, could be considered 
the non-site par excellence. Arguably one lingers more in an airplane than in an airport, 
since on a long flight one cannot determine the timeframe, whereas with the airport one 
can arrive as close to the departure as possible. Yet in an airplane, one’s actual 
coordinates are constantly in motion.  
 In this context, the Air France tapestries and Hicks’s other corporate installations 
convincingly support two competing interpretations: on the one hand, they evoke the 
International Style aesthetic of the non-place, while on the other hand, they challenge it 
through explicit references to sociological relationships and sites. First, Hicks 
superficially conforms to the principles of International Style design through her 
seemingly impersonal artistic choices in her MGIC and Air France commissions. Her 
composition, the grid, could be considered a non-composition. Her color selection, white, 
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could be considered a non-color. Therefore, despite working in organic media such as 
undyed linen and silk, and generally eschewing the assistance of recent production 
technologies, Hicks could be said to reproduce the same cold, cubic spaces that one might 
expect her methods and materials to counteract. Pulled taut over their support at 
perpendicular angles, the threads contradict the warmth and softness of their material 
makeup.  
 At the same time, Hicks’s installations interrupt the unidirectional flow of power 
that Augé and Lefebvre detect in banks, businesses, and other institutions by providing 
tactile, tangible evidence of the physically demanding, embodied labor that still forms the 
foundation of global capitalism. Her tapestries for airplane interiors, boardrooms, and 
lobbies serve as proscenium-like backdrops for the performance of administrative and 
service work. The semicircular haloes of both the Air France and MGIC reception 
hangings (Figures 4.3 and 4.17) frame workers in this way. “Worker,” however, is a 
relative concept: for instance, white-collar versus blue-collar, or artisanal, work require 
different educations and backgrounds, carry different health risks, provide different levels 
of compensation, and so forth. In the form of Hicks’s design, the physical and mental 
rewards and exertions associated with office work are inversely mirrored by the unseen 
actors manufacturing the commodities that the company exchanges, which are often 
produced in locations far from corporate headquarters and meeting spaces. It is important, 
however, not to view these two forms of labor as complementary poles of a binary. By 
showing how Hicks invokes the manual labor of textile workers, I do not mean to 
position this as a romantic form of preindustrial labor that offers an antidote to the lack of 
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creativity and embodied experience that Saval’s subjects decried. Rather, these references 
to diverse work experiences can enable the viewer to contextualize his or her labor in a 
wider global network, encouraging the kind of social grounding that Augé finds absent in 
the non-place.  
 For if globalization has homogenized corporate workplaces, supposedly draining 
them of cultural specificity and meaningful social engagement, Hicks’s textiles signify 
the tacit physical labor upon which the companies depend, both indirectly and directly. 
The tactile tapestries obliquely invoke absent objects and agents by indexing Hicks’s 
labor, conjuring mental images of craft and labor similar to those represented by Matthieu 
Lévi-Strauss’s photographs depicting the artist embroidering an Air France relief in her 
studio (Figure 4.20). The repetitive, feminized manual labor of Hicks’s nimble fingers 
invites comparison with the other textile artists she worked alongside in Mexico, India, 
and Morocco. This type of labor occupies an entirely different register in the global 
economy than the white-collar business conducted by the airplane’s passengers, a 
distinction that is heightened by the formal contrast between the soft, hand-wrought 
tapestry and the hard, high-tech space that it decorates (Figure 4.3).   
 At the same time, this reading of the work is not necessarily accessible to the 
viewers in the office space. The contextualizing photographs of Hicks at work were taken 
by a family friend and it is unclear where they would have been printed. Moreover, in the 
work environment, the tapestries recede into the background and turn into decoration. 
Unlike the category of art, which invites interpretation, the decorative tapestries do not 
invite viewers to critically contemplate the work and its means of production. In this 
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regard, they obscure the labor that created them, even as they introduce it into the 
corporate environment via their physical makeup. Any element of resistance is also 
closed down through the work’s aforementioned resemblance to the very International 
Style it was commissioned to counteract. The labor invested in the textiles thus circles 
endlessly between visibility and erasure. 
 The concept of the non-place clarifies the simultaneous illumination and eclipse 
of ethnicity and artisanal labor as fiber commissions operate in corporate space. 
However, is the non-site a fixed category, or is it relative? Returning to take a closer look 
at the Air France tapestries, the elite airplane interior can be seen as a privileged space 
that is marked by class in its very title. Only some people can afford to enter an aircraft, 
an airport, or a business office. Therefore, while those with access to these spaces may be 
tempted to characterize them as “non-places,” they are actually heavily marked with 
social significance that remains invisible and naturalized to members of the privileged 
group. The very impulse to bring foreign symbols into a space to give it “social 
grounding,” to use Augé’s phrase, betrays the ideology that the Other is “cultural,” but 
the Western self has “no culture.” Drawing on Maharaj’s theories of translation and 
disjuncture, the concluding section of this chapter closely examines how Hicks 
synthesizes a wide range of specific cultural references in her Air France tapestries that 
“do not so much translate into one another as translate to produce difference.”398 
 
 
                                                
398 Maharaj, “Perfidious Fidelity,” 28. 
  
199 
Landing Signals: The Shifting Symbolism of the Air France Tapestries 
 In her previous work, Hicks had typically responded to particularities of specific 
cultural contexts. However, within the interior of the airplane, the site-specific textiles 
literally occupied a liminal, shifting space. The artist ostensibly faced an unprecedented 
challenge: how does one create a site-specific work for a site whose defining quality is its 
very lack of specificity? Far from neutral, however, the first-class Air France cabin and 
many of the other hotels and offices where fiber art was found in the 1960s and 1970s 
were elite spaces with limited access. The very formal aesthetics of the International 
Style reinforces class dynamics with clean, smooth, white planes that must be 
meticulously maintained by janitorial staff. Hicks’s act of putting the textiles in the space 
of the Air France cabin is a subtle act of marking it with social significance. She did so 
by drawing symbols and textile structures from her ongoing engagement with workshops 
in Mexico, India, and Morocco, which overlapped with the production of the bas-relief 
panels for Air-France’s Boeing 747s that she executed between 1969 and 1977. Rather 
than bridging the divide between artisanal and white-collar labor, her gesture serves to 
emphasize the distance between them, to the extent that it underscores the stereotypical 
separation between the cultural wealth of the non-West and the cultural neutrality of the 
West.  
 Hicks herself embodied this tension through her account of her own covert 
movement through a sequence of “non-spaces” en route to Kozhikode: her berth on Air 
India, her private room at the Taj Hotel, Mumbai, and the more public space of the lobby 
below: 
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 I flew on Air India. The placemat, the carpet, the upholstery, were all things that I 
 had made. I made all these things anonymously; that’s why they (Commonwealth 
 Trust) kept inviting me back…I check in the Taj Mahal hotel...and my bedcover 
 was from this workshop. And I’d go down to the lobby and sit on the canape and 
 the upholstery was from this workshop. It was very gratifying because I wasn’t 
 signing, and no one knew what I was making.399  
 
Once again, Hicks’s ability to move anonymously and freely through elite spaces marks 
her class privilege, even as she seeks to negate it through her language of modesty and 
assimilation. In this regard, Hicks’s language and movements echo the ideology 
underpinning the non-place: privilege is ironically revealed through the ability to claim 
anonymity and neutrality. Even as these new carriers heralded the independence of new 
nations, they remained limited by the class-based tensions endemic to air travel, because 
only wealthy citizens and foreigners were able to access the rarefied spaces of air travel. 
The incomplete self-determination of these new economies is further underscored by the 
hiring of a foreign designer for Air India’s fabric.   
 The pressures of globalization would have had an acute impact for Air France 
when Hicks was working during the late 1960s, as newly decolonized nations created 
competition by launching their own carriers.400 The antinomy between untenable notions 
of national and cultural “authenticity” and equally unstable constructions of universalism 
and hybridity is symptomatic of the commercial airline industry from roughly 1945 to 
1975.401 Crispin Thurlow and Giorgia Aiello explore this iconography in their exhaustive 
semiotic study of 561 twenty-first-century airline tailfin designs and discover that tailfin 
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logos are surprisingly homogenous and limited to a few recurring symbols: national 
emblems, animals, celestial objects, company names, and abstract directional markings. 
They describe this lack of diversity as a strategic solution to a paradoxical problem:  
 On the one hand, major international carriers must address an inherently 
 modernist need to represent and establish the nation state […] on the other hand, 
 however, airlines must also confront the demands of global capitalism by 
 competing in increasingly competitive, multicultural, lifestyle-driven 
 environments.402  
 
In this political and economic climate, Air France could address French citizens and 
foreign travelers alike by synthesizing global and national styles and symbols, similar to 
the ways in which airlines attempted to attract multiple audiences through their airplanes’ 
tailfin designs.403 Hicks’s efficient tapestry design condenses several of the most popular 
tailfin branding devices (Figure 4.21). Its hemispheric silhouette, though necessitated by 
the architecture of the airplane, resembles the rising suns that dominate airline branding. 
Solar imagery has added prestige in French culture as an imperial reference to Louis XIV 
as Le Roi Soleil (The Sun King), while the medium of tapestry became a source of French 
pride under his rule. In addition to suns, globes also recur in the visual culture of air 
travel, and the warp and weft of Hicks’s hemispheric tapestry coincides with the latitude 
and longitude lines on a map of the earth – not unlike the landscape glimpsed out of the 
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airplane window. Moreover, the fractured squares radiating from the center of the lunette 
connote a sense of flight, speed, and progress.  
 In addition to their localized iconography, the tapestries’ finely wrought verticals 
and horizontals materially encode the workmanship of a group of Carmelite nuns from 
Boulogne who Hicks enlisted to help execute the series of eighteen panels, pictured in 
Air France press photographs side by side with Hicks (Figure 4.22)404 She relates that 
“the nuns, who are a silent order, loved working on this very quietly,” and they likened 
the airplane’s cabin to the Biblical belly of Jonah’s whale.405 Hicks’s interactions with 
these assistants were documented in photographs, but it is unclear how these images were 
used and circulated. At the very least, they show how Hicks framed her endeavor as a 
symbiotic, mutually beneficial relationship with this community of local laborers, as she 
had done in other parts of the world. 
 As Thurlow and Aiello emphasize, references to these international collaborations 
and locations are just as important as including nationalist icons in airline branding. 
Several of the Mexican Minimes initiate formal structures that specifically anticipate 
those found in the Air France tapestries.406 For example, the impasto surface of Muro 
Blanco (White Wall) (1960) (Figure 4.23) echoes the color and texture of the region’s 
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built environment, as in a photograph taken by one of Hicks’s travel companions (Figure 
4.24). As Hicks explains, “White Wall depends on weft floats in measured repetition to 
form squares, rectangles, and trailing lines. Texture builds cumulatively, like white-
washed adobe slabs.”407 This geometry is a natural outgrowth of the weaving process, in 
which vertical warp threads and horizontal weft threads cross at right angles to form a 
grid. Hicks uses a tighter weave at the edges of the textile to create increasingly smaller 
squares. This “measured repetition” of rectilinear shapes recurs in other Minimes, 
including the high-contrast black-and-white checkerboards of the wool diptych Quadrado 
Obscuro-Menos Obscuro (Dark Square-Less Dark) (c.1961) (Figure 4.25) and 
Escribiendo con Textura (Textured Writing) (Figure 4.5) from the same year. In the latter, 
Hicks continues her formal investigation of the grid and the monochrome.  
 Hicks carries these compositional elements forward in her design work in India. 
The signature striations and formal properties of Badagara clearly build on the earlier 
formal and technical experimentation that Hicks undertook in Mexico, evident in the 
Minime, Blue Letter (1959) (Figure 4.4). The most striking similarity is in terms of color. 
Badagara was issued in multiple shades, including blue, yellow, purple, and white, all of 
which Hicks favored while in Mexico (Figure 4.12-4.13). The thick vein-like wefts that 
snake through the fabric of weavings, like those seen in Blue Letter, also anticipate the 
sinuous, ribbed bands that characterize Badagara. While the Indian line is formally 
connected to Hicks’s Mexican work, it also recalls her travels to other parts of the world. 
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Specifically, a photograph she made of the corrugated metal doors that were popular in 
Chile (Figure 4.26) served as an immediate source of inspiration for Badagara’s 
irregular, high-relief wefts.408  
 The art and design work that Hicks produced in India reflects on her time in 
Mexico and South America, but it also looks forward to her Air France commission. The 
raised floating wefts of the Badagara fabric would later find a sympathetic architectural 
rhyme in the ribbed vault of the cabin ceiling (Figure 4.3). More importantly, a group of 
Minimes reprises the gridded monochrome of Mexico and foreshadows its reappearance 
in the Air France compositions, conceptually linking the two projects. For example, 
Marama India (c.1965) (Figure 4.27), made in Kozhikode using colorful scraps 
scavenged from the factory floor, features a pattern of interlocking squares that closely 
resemble the gridded composition of the Air France tapestries. Marama India and 
Badagara effectively illustrate the ways in which one formal device – the white 
monochrome grid – can accumulate and lose referents as it travels from one location to 
the next. In both Mexico and India, the white woven grid may belong to the same 
Kublerian “form-class,” a similar response to a shared technical problem. But the two can 
never be direct cognates, for the “noise” changes the conditions of the form’s reception as 
it “drifts” into new, distinct situations.  
 Finally, the Rabat rugs honor the distinctive cultural identity of Morocco while 
mixing in the translated visual forms that Hicks brings to the designs. Their palette of 
deep purple, crimson, gold, and cream is indebted to her experiences in Mexico and 
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India. Moreover, the arch motif that adorns each rug and many of the Minimes of the 
moment, such as Grand Portal (1972) (Figure 4.28), Portal, and Side Portal (both 1974), 
also figured prominently in the built environment of Mexico (Figure 4.24). In fact, her 
academic interest in arch forms and Islamic prayer rugs long predates her commercial 
work in Rabat and Tangiers. This art form reprises the form and theme of her very first 
architectural commission: a series of sculpturally tasseled prayer rugs made in 1966 for 
the austere walls of Ground Floor, the restaurant located in Saarinen’s New York’s CBS 
building, which opened in 1965 with interior decoration by Platner. After years of 
translation through various visual languages, a subtle version of the arch composition 
reappeared as the curved selvedge of Hicks’s Air France prototype, carrying with it the 
mass of associations that it accrued over the course of her career. The Air France 
tapestries, like the Rabat rugs, are therefore the byproduct of layered, multimodal acts of 
visual and material translation. 
 The tapestries, therefore, issue both nationalist and globalist messages to a mobile 
viewer actively traversing transnational spaces. The pervasive presence of visual imagery 
throughout the airline industry – tailfin designs being a case in point – suggests that 
viewers were attuned to, if not consciously aware of, such new forms of semiotic 
messages in the global mediascape.409 Hicks offers a visually literate traveler a palimpsest 
of culturally specific signifiers, as the Air France textiles contain material traces from 
Hicks’s collaborative engagements with textile artisans in three major initiatives. The 
monochrome grid, with its larger centralized squares, originated in the Minimes she wove 
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in her Mexican workshop. Hicks carried this composition forward with her to India, 
where the surface texture became even more pronounced in the commercial Badagara 
fabrics she designed with weavers there in order to tailor their product to the global 
market. Finally, the arch motif that Hicks developed while assisting rug-makers in 
Morocco resonates with North African as well as Mexican architecture. 
 This seemingly straightforward progression of Hicks’s white monochrome grid 
across geographic borders is far from a direct act of translation. Through this diverse 
constellation of references, Hicks’s tapestries perform two contradictory functions. First, 
they carry the potential to disrupt the non-place of the aircraft’s first-class cabin. If Augé 
defines a non-place as a generic site divorced from any cultural or social grounding, an 
informed or curious passenger can recover an abundance of cultural context through 
Hicks’s allusive tapestries. At the same time, the tapestries also support Lefebvre’s 
critique of the airport – and by extension, the airplane – as a catalyst for the spread of 
capitalist interests. Hicks’s tactile, organic tapestries affirm the existence of the embodied 
laborers that the corporatized, high-tech architecture of the airplane attempts to efface.  
 Yet Hicks makes specific formal and material decisions to make these tapestries 
fit smoothly into these high-tech spaces, which points to the second function of the 
tapestries. Though one might expect Hicks’s fusion of vastly different cultural forms to 
result in an excess of cultural significance, this movement of form, texture, and line 
results in the watering down of local tradition. Rather than highlighting heterogeneity 
within the space of the Air France cabin, ultimately Hicks diminishes the cultural 
specificity of the forms she references, contributing to their homogenization. As 
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traditions hybridize with others through Western agents, they are both enriched and 
impoverished. A Mexican arch mutates into an Islamic one, then back again; a corrugated 
Chilean doorframe morphs into a piece of ribbed upholstery fabric, then a geometric 
cloud formation. In their semiotic multiplicity, such unstable signs recall Maharaj’s 
warning that uncritically vaunting hybridity for its own sake may lead to a state of 
uniform heterogeneity, paradoxically perpetuating the very homogenizing effects that 
hybridity is frequently marshaled to counter. He asks, “Is there a danger of hybridity – 
made up lingo and style or visual esperanto – becoming the privileged, prime term, a 
danger of its swapping places with the notion of stylistic purity?”410  
 The “danger” to which Maharaj refers lies in risk of hybridity becoming a 
neutralized concept. If postcolonial discourse championed hybridity as a means of 
troubling a Eurocentric order built on policed boundaries and purity, the term would lose 
its efficacy if it were to become an equally unquestioned, unchallenged ideal. In their 
simultaneous performance of diversity and homogenization, Hicks’s textiles pose 
Maharaj’s same question, while also raising another: what happens when this hybridity is 
primarily controlled by the privileged Westerner? When Westerners like Hicks and her 
employers control the mediascape, the possibility for subversion shifts to the forms and 
materials themselves. The abstract medium of textiles is able to simultaneously register 
complex global connections that cannot be articulated through written language. Even as 
layers of signification cancel each other out visually, I would like to propose that all the 
references remain held in tension in the material structure of the textiles. The conclusion 
                                                
410 Maharaj, “Perfidious Fidelity,” 29. 
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to this dissertation explores how signs, objects, and materials, when translated into new 
contexts, may escape and exceed the intentions of those who deployed them in order to 
create the potential for critique even in situations where human agents are rarely allowed 
to exercise their voices directly.  
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CONCLUSION 
 
The Old New Materialism 
_____________ 
 
  
 This dissertation has proposed anthropology, in both its popular and academic 
forms, as a framework for situating fiber art in relation to customs and systems of value 
from different moments in history and parts of the world. As the prefix “anthro-” 
indicates, humans and societies are the central subjects of anthropological inquiry. 
However, Claire Zeisler, Ed Rossbach, and Sheila Hicks were also attentive to the 
intrinsic qualities of their non-human, fibrous media. Within the past decade, the 
discourse of New Materialism has emerged as an interdisciplinary paradigm for 
analyzing matter as active and independent rather than passive and subservient to human 
manipulation. The title “The Old New Materialism” is meant to suggest that even though 
this discourse claims to depart from existing modes of thought, many individuals—
including many fiber artists and members of the cultures they studied—held “New 
Materialist” perspectives before the term was coined.411 Accordingly, the closing 
                                                
411 Diana Coole and Samantha Frost qualify: “In labeling these essays collectively as new 
materialisms, we do not wish to deny their rich materialist heritage. Many of our 
contributors draw inspiration from materialist traditions developed prior to modernity or 
from philosophies that have until recently remained neglected or marginalized currents 
within modern thinking. From this perspective their interventions might be categorized as 
renewed materialisms…It is in this contemporary context that theorists are compelled to 
rediscover older materialist traditions while pushing them in novel, and sometimes 
experimental, directions or toward fresh applications.” Diana Coole and Samantha Frost, 
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discussion of this dissertation will identify key positions within New Materialism while 
linking them to their fiber forerunners. This notion of material “agency” needs to be 
understood as limited, and neither the artists under discussion nor myself fully subscribe 
to this doctrine. Nevertheless, I conclude that Zeisler, Rossbach, and Hicks strategically 
granted fiber aspects of physical agency as a pivotal way of positioning their work 
against modern art discourse, as well as in relation to the cultures from which they 
appropriated much of their source material. By cultivating the seemingly 
anthropomorphic qualities of their works, the artists in this dissertation were able to 
navigate the social and political spaces of the craft, art, and industry. 
 In their seminal anthology from 2010, New Materialisms: Ontology, Agency, and 
Politics, Diana Coole and Samantha Frost propose that “materiality is always something 
more than ‘mere’ matter: an excess, force, vitality, relationality, or difference that renders 
matter active, self-creative, productive, unpredictable.”412 Such a radical conception of 
dynamic matter requires a concomitant reexamination of the ways in which we interact 
with and relate to it. As Coole and Frost continue, “new materialists are rediscovering a 
materiality that materializes, evincing immanent modes of self-transformation that 
compel us to think of causation in far more complex terms; to recognize that phenomena 
are caught in a multitude of interlocking systems and forces and to consider anew the 
location and nature of capacities for agency.”413 The multifariousness of this task has 
given rise to many diverse but contemporaneous approaches in the 2000s, which Coole 
                                                                                                                                            
eds., New Materialisms: Ontology, Agency, and Politics (Durham: Duke University 
Press, 2010), 4.    
412 Ibid, 9. 
413 Ibid. 
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and Frost acknowledge with their plural title. However, the editorial team braids these 
various New Materialist strands into three main directions: a post-human perspective that 
believes matter exhibits agency, a view of matter that accounts for recent developments 
in biology and biotechnology, and a position that connects people’s everyday material 
encounters to larger political and ethical issues.414 The first and third directions, as 
theorized in the first decades of the new millennium, nevertheless parallel the concerns of 
fiber artists from the 1960s and 1970s who capitalized on the formal assertiveness and 
quotidian associations of thread, string, and rope.  
 Twenty-first century theorists who subscribe to the first strain of New 
Materialism identified by Coole and Frost attribute generative, inventive properties to 
matter.”415 A leader in this area of inquiry, Jane Bennett has labeled this approach 
“enchanted materialism” or “‘thing-power’ materialism” in acknowledgement of the 
energies operating within different materials.416 This active view of matter challenges a 
modernist conception of substances that is rooted in the ideas of René Descartes. For 
Descartes, inert material only reacted in response to an external force, such as gravity, 
and was thus measurable, passive, and controllable. As such, matter served as a foil for 
free-thinking, self-determining live human agents, thereby supporting wider modernist 
sociopolitical and cultural agendas.417 Not only were the body and other “extended, non-
thinking things” pronounced categorically distinct from the human mind, but they were 
                                                
414 Ibid, 6-7.  
415 Ibid, 8. 
416 Jane Bennett, The Enchantment of Modern Life: Attachments, Crossings, and Ethics 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2001); and Bennett, “The Force of Things: 
Steps Toward an Ecology of Matter,” Political Theory 2, no. 3 (June 2004). 
417 Coole and Frost, 7-8. 
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also deemed inferior to it.418 New Materialists, however, view living and non-living 
substances on a continuum, and are attentive to the properties they share. In Coole and 
Frost’s words, “the difference between humans and animals, or even between sentient 
and nonsentient matter, is a question of degree more than of kind.”419 In the case of fiber, 
the shared physical properties with breathing, organic bodies are manifold, as both fabric 
and flesh have soft surface textures, respond to gravity, and degrade over time.  
 Many critics, both historical and contemporary, have visualized this convergence 
through three interrelated but distinct literary devices: reification, personification, and 
anthropomorphism. Reification entails giving an abstract concept a more concrete, 
tangible form. In a kind of reversal, personification involves endowing a non-human 
object or creature a symbolic meaning that it does not actually possess. 
Anthropomorphism is perhaps the most extreme and literal of the three devices, for it 
identifies or endows non-human actors with attributes that they actually embody. In acts 
of anthropomorphism, for example, critics variously describe 1970s fiber art as 
“hairy,”420vaginal,421 or phallic.422 These writers draw analogies between soft media and 
human bodies to make their points, and this type of thinking is a step toward New 
Materialism because it establishes connections between humanity and matter.  
                                                
418 René Descartes, “Sixth Meditation,” in The Philosophical Writings of Descartes, 3 
vols., trans. John Cottingham, Robert Stoothoff, Dugald Murdoch and Anthony Kenny 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984-1991), II 54. 
419 Ibid, 21. 
420 Mimi Shorr, “Something New: The Hairy, Woolly, Slinky, Knotty Forms of Fiber 
Sculpture” The Saturday Review (May 20, 1972): 57. 
421 Claire Zeisler, quoted in Janet Koplos, “A Conversation with Claire Zeisler,” 
Fiberarts 10 (July–August 1983): 28. 
422 Glenn Adamson, “Soft Power,” in Fiber: Sculpture 1960-Present (New York and 
London: Prestel/DelMonico, 2014), 142-150. 
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 However, most New Materialists reject such anthropocentrism in an attempt to 
discover how matter operates independently from the meanings and functions that 
humans ascribe to it. Such thinking characterizes Max Kozloff’s 1967 essay, “The 
Poetics of Softness.” Kozloff begins by describing soft objects as passive recipients of 
verbs: they are “poked, molded, squeezed, scrunched.”423 Yet as his argument evolves, 
matter seems to come alive for him. In describing Claes Oldenburg’s uncannily enlarged 
sculptures of sagging merchandise, he writes, “they are taken out of, or removed from 
‘life’ and yet are found to be preternaturally welling up with it—but life of a different 
sort, rioting in a stunned or dreaming matter.”424 For Kozloff, the impact of Oldenburg’s 
soft sculptures derives from the apparent livelihood of matter presumed to be inanimate. 
Writing again on Oldenburg, Kozloff theorizes,  
 He sees mechanical and natural regeneration to be indistinguishable – a view 
 unacceptable to modern reasoning. Despite the humanoid quality of his 
 sculptures, they represent an activity that is outside the human or, more precisely, 
 indifferent to the human….They symbolize forces that go on quite literally 
 without us, even as they operate internally—biologically, one might say—to bring 
 us low.425  
 
Here, Kozloff’s view in the late 1960s anticipates key facets of the New Materialist 
discourse of the 2000s by acknowledging the generative capacity of matter, its internal 
logic, and its independence from human activity. Kozloff concludes with a resolutely 
                                                
423 Max Kozloff, Renderings: Critical Essays on a Century of Modern Art (New York: 
Simon and Schuster, 1968), 223. 
424 Kozloff, 227.  
425 Ibid, 233. 
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New Materialist proposition: “Oldenburg can be seen as dislocating our fondly held 
notion of human control over matter.”426 Arguably, many fiber sculptures do the same. 
  Just as Anni Albers’s teaching and writing was a major influence on the adoption 
of pre-Columbian techniques in postwar textiles, her perspective also introduced proto-
New Materialist ideas into fiber art and discourse. In an often-cited passage from the 
catalogue to Anni Albers: Pictorial Weavings from 1959, Albers asserted the autonomy 
of material in the body of work on view: “To let threads be articulate again and find a 
form for themselves to no other need than their own orchestration, not to be sat on, 
walked on, only to be looked at, is the raison d’être of my pictorial weavings.”427 Here, 
Albers remains committed to the Greenbergian ideal of understanding art “by eyesight 
alone” and maintains his prioritization of the visual over the tactile.428 While Zeisler, 
Rossbach, and Hicks were not so formalist in their approach, Albers sets a precedent for 
an animate view of fiber in this passage. By using a reflexive verb structure, “find a form 
for themselves,” Albers effectively removes the artist from the artistic equation, 
suggesting the threads’ own capacity for self-determination. Josef Albers likely 
influenced Hicks’s position on the integrity of matter in equal measure. As his student, 
Hicks probably would have completed his famous matière project as part of his 
introductory course. He framed his own ideas on matière in response to his colleague 
                                                
426 Ibid, 234. 
427 Anni Albers, Anni Albers: Pictorial Weavings, exh. cat. (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press; 
Pittsburgh: Carnegie Institute of Technology; Baltimore: Baltimore Museum of Art; and 
New Haven: Yale University Art Gallery, 1959).  
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Johannes Itten’s more superficial conception: Albers intended to “turn from matière, the 
outside, to the inside, to the capacity of the material, before the appearance.”429 
 Given many fiber artists’ goal to enter an American museum sphere which was 
still dominated by institutionalized modernism, it is perhaps not surprising that they 
follow Anni Albers in equating anthropomorphism with medium-specificity. Unlike 
medium-specificity in painting, in which the flatness of the canvas requires artists to play 
up the distinction between their medium and the real world, the properties of fiber—such 
as softness, three-dimensionality, and flexibility—ironically require sculptors to play up 
the aspects of their medium that cause it to resemble human referents. Therefore, a 
formalist reading of medium-specificity is not at odds with artists’ anthropological 
approach and real-world inspirations. An instructive comparison in this approach to form 
can be drawn with post-Minimalism and Process Art, which, like Fiber Art, might be 
more accurately construed as possessing a truth-to-materials rather than truth-to-medium 
ethos in which formal goals are balanced in tension with the signification of 
unconventional materials culled from craft and industry.430  
 Multiple fiber artists of the 1960s and 1970s shared a view of soft materials as 
exercising a capacity for self-determination beyond the artists’ control. This emphasis on 
the internal physical structure of one’s materials is present in Hicks’s art and 
commentary. She stated that her early fiber work “had to have a certain inherent truth and 
                                                
429 Josef Albers, “Oral history interview,” 1968 June 22-July 5, Archives of American 
Art, Smithsonian Institution. 
430 On the connection between fiber art and post-minimalism, see Elissa Auther, String, 
Felt, Thread: The Hierarchy of Art and Craft in American Art (Minneapolis: University 
of Minnesota Press, 2010). 
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observe gravity.... Those were [the] building principles. If it was granite, it had its own 
laws, and if it was fiber it had its own laws.”431 This dynamic is particularly evident in 
works like Bamian (Banyan), 1968/2001 (Figure 5.1), which is comprised of raw undyed 
wool wrapped with tight coils of red, yellow, orange, and pink threads. Slung over a 
horizontal bar, these ropes form a row of vertical lines as gravity draws them toward the 
floor. Hicks further underscores the effects of gravity in floor-based works like 
Banisteriopsis, 1965-6/2010 (Figure 5.2), which suggests that the force of gravity is so 
strong that the inevitable fate of all fiber is to lie piled on the ground. Both of these works 
occupy space in ways that would be impossible with stiff, hard materials like metal, 
wood, or stone, which retain their shape and posture in the face of gravity’s downward 
pull.  
 Hicks is just one exemplar of the pervasive tendency among American fiber 
artists to stay true to the “laws” of one’s medium. As one reviewer observed, “Most fiber 
art exploits the expressive potential of fiber itself, playing up the hairiness of rope, 
emphasizing the sleekness of plastic yarns, or revealing unexpected qualities in wool.”432 
Claire Zeisler consistently sought “a shape or shapes that can only be achieved through 
fiber,”433 whose “permanence of form should result from its own natural 
characteristics.”434 Kay Sekimachi stated, “in most of my work, I tried to remain true to 
                                                
431 Sheila Hicks, “Oral history interview,” February 3–March 11, 2004, Archives of 
American Art, Smithsonian Institution. 
432 Shorr, 58. 
433 Zeisler, quoted Marandel, 150. 
434 Ibid, 152. 
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my material.”435 Moreover, it is important to recognize the extent to which truth-to-
materials was an international imperative among fiber artists. Due to shared interests as 
well as forums for international dialogue, such as the Lausanne Biennial, artists such as 
Masakazu Kobayashi from Japan echoed Hicks and Zeisler’s sentiments. He wrote, “In 
my present work I have tried to give the pieces of string the strength to maintain their 
own shape, just as a rock or a piece of metal holds its own shape.”436 Others strove for a 
more equal collaboration between artist and material. Swiss-born, New York-based 
Françoise Grossen explained, “You want the rope to show through, but you want to be 
there, too.”437 For all of these artists, the properties of their materials dictate the final form 
of the sculpture to varying degrees.  
 A discussion of formalism and materiality may, at first, seem a tangential 
conclusion to a dissertation concerned with the spaces of anthropology and humanity. 
However, the act of personifying materials was key to the ways in which Zeisler, 
Rossbach, and Hicks negotiated the social aspects of their work. Framing fiber as an 
agent enables the material to simultaneously fulfill competing formalist and sociopolitical 
functions, each masking the other. From one perspective, by assigning textiles with 
human mobility, it may seem that these artists are overhauling modernism by invoking 
the social sphere and by widening Greenberg’s discussion of the senses to encompass 
tactility. By anthropomorphizing fiber, artists and critics ostensibly emphasize fiber’s 
                                                
435 Kay Sekimachi, quoted in Jack Lenor Larsen, “The Weaver’s Weaver,” unpublished 
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connection to discourses beyond the walls of the art world and its institutions and its 
relevance to embodied subjects. However, viewed differently, this “Old New 
Materialism” actually supports Greenbergian formalist discourses of medium-specificity. 
When Kozloff, for example, theorizes that soft sculpture can take on a humanoid, animate 
character that enables it to operate independently from human activity, he effectively 
isolates the man-made art objects from the society that produced them. In so doing, he 
also divorces the objects from the social and political discourses into which they might 
intervene. The same could be said of the notion of “truth to material,” in which the logic 
of the material masks the operations of other logics – social, political, and ethical. 
Granting agency to material can thus be considered another form of modernist “art-for-
art’s sake” because it creates a circuit in which the material is always determining its own 
formal structure without reference to social symbols and referents.  Ironically, the act of 
viewing art objects and materials as agents does not bring them into human society, but 
further isolates them from it. The rhetorical gestures of personification thus could be seen 
as an effort toward the fiber artists’ goal to strip their medium from the craft connotations 
that prevented its institutionalization.  
 These efforts backfired, however, as a critique of New Materialism would posit 
that objects and substances do not have agency; rather, people assign them agency, often 
in order to persuade others that events are natural and self-evident. Through this process 
of personification, authors give abstract ideas sentient attributes. For example, one of 
Clement Greenberg favorite conceits was to personify art and its genres, as in “painting 
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has made itself abstract.”438 Yet the image of painting as an actor charting its own destiny 
obscures the financial, social, personal, and political interests that steer the art system. In 
this way, personification hides both ideology and the agents of ideology. Applied to fiber, 
the social associations that have accrued to the medium—femininity, amateurism, and 
pre-industrial and non-Western traditions—persist in spite, and even because of, fiber’s 
personification. 
 Consciously or unknowingly, fiber artists working during the 1960s and 1970s 
capitalized on the ways in which personifying fiber could connect their work to 
preexisting modernist discourses on the one hand, and on the other, obscure and 
neutralize their appropriation of cultural material from outside of their own patrimonies. 
While one might expect that personifying fiber would make it more grounded in its real-
world context, this strategy actually served to locate it within a modern formalist rubric, 
even though these efforts ultimately failed to win its practitioners access into mainstream 
contemporary art institutions until relatively recently. More importantly, for Zeisler, 
Rossbach, and Hicks, assigning agency to fiber functioned to invoke—yet ultimately 
sidestep—the agency of the original users and progenitors of the textiles they 
appropriated. In this way, their work exposes the logic behind acts of cultural 
appropriation in general: granting an artifact agency renders it into an ambassador, proxy, 
or representative of its source culture, yet at the same time, making an object an 
autonomous agent also detaches it from the culture and renders it mobile. Portability and 
                                                
438 Clement Greenberg, “Modernist Painting” (1965) in Francis Frascina and Charles 
Harrison eds., Modern Art and Modernism: A Critical Anthology (Harper and Row, 
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autonomy enable objects to be colonized, renamed, and owned as metonyms for bodies. 
In other words, many acts of cultural appropriation stem from the mistake of assigning an 
object autonomy and value while crediting the people from the culture it represents with 
none. 
 It was not people and cultures that were of primary interest to many fiber artists of 
the 1960s and 1970s, but rather, it was their textiles and the meanings that could be 
projected onto these products. If anthropology is the study of humans, then the title of 
this dissertation, “Anthropologies of Fiber,” connotes the New Materialist perspective 
that Claire Zeisler, Ed Rossbach, and Sheila Hicks applied this humanistic study to 
objects instead of people—an approach that generates new questions that are both 
provocative and problematic. Zeisler, Rossbach, and Hicks, were not anthropologists of 
people, but of a medium. While the goal of anthropology as an academic discipline is for 
the study of objects and practices to shed light upon the people associated with them, this 
conclusion has argued that the fusion of formalism and New Materialism short-circuits 
this process, serving to efface individuals as much as it recognizes them. Throughout the 
dissertation, we have seen how fiber art is both progressive and regressive at the same 
time. By collecting art from around the world and referencing it in her own artwork, 
Zeisler exposed new audiences to new aesthetic alternatives. Rossbach performed this 
same gesture more systematically in his research-driven baskets, localizing ancient and 
foreign patterns and techniques by combining them with the ephemeral consumer waste 
of his own milieu. Finally, Hicks worked directly with craftspeople from other cultures, 
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transposing their motifs and materials into a very different work environment through her 
corporate commissions.  
 Claire Zeisler, Ed Rossbach, and Sheila Hicks performed acts of cultural 
appropriation that spurred formal innovations in work that is difficult even for informed 
viewers to unpack, because the artists reworked and combined references to distinct 
cultural traditions, many of which were unfamiliar to Western audiences. This 
dissertation has been an effort to restore some of these references to our understanding of 
fiber sculpture, as well as the motivations that artists had for embracing these 
associations. A New Materialist understanding of active fibers suggests that thread, 
string, and rope may carry a raw signification that can help textiles subtly withstand the 
effects of cooption and neutralization wrought by cultural appropriation. Indeed, fiber’s 
ultimate failure to be mainstreamed at the time of its production suggests the overriding 
semiotic power of threads, which continually thwart makers’ efforts to translate them into 
purely formal terms. Though the effects of cultural appropriation in fiber cannot be 
resolved or reversed, the potential for progress is alive in the material itself.  
  
222 
BIBLIOGRAPHY 
Abramson, Daniel M. Obsolescence: An Architectural History. Chicago: University of 
 Chicago Press, 2016.  
 
Adams, Alice. “Lili Blumenau: each limitation a challenge, each job a new one.” Craft 
 Horizons 22, no. 2 (March/April 1962): 16-20. 
 
Adams, Nancy. “Happy Easter: Baskets the Great Bunny Never Thought Of.” Chicago 
 Tribune, April 15, 1979, Section 13, pp. 1-2. Accessed online: 
 http://archives.chicagotribune.com/1979/04/15/page/275/article/happy-easter. 
 
Adamson, Glenn. The Craft Reader. New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 2010. 
 
---. “The Fiber Game.” Textile: The Journal of Cloth and Culture 5, no. 2 (2007): 154-
 176. 
 
---. The Invention of Craft. New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 2013. 
 
---. “Soft Power.” In Fiber: Sculpture 1960-Present, edited by Jenelle Porter, 142-150. 
 New York and London: Prestel/DelMonico, 2014.  
 
---. Thinking Through Craft. London: Berg, 2007. 
 
---. “When Craft Gets Sloppy.” Crafts 211 (March/April 2008): 36-41. 
 
Adrian, Dennis. “Fabric Art Comes of Age in a Show of Twists and Tangles.” Chicago 
 Sun-Times, November 1972. 
 
---. Sight Out of Mind: Essays and Criticism on Art. Ann Arbor: UMI Research Press, 
 1985. 
 
Albers, Anni. Anni Albers: Pictorial Weavings. Exh. cat. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press; 
 Pittsburgh: Carnegie Institute of Technology; Baltimore: Baltimore Museum of 
 Art; and New Haven: Yale University Art Gallery, 1959. 
 
---. On Designing. Middletown, C.T.: Wesleyan University Press, 1959. 
 
---. On Weaving. Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press, 1965. 
 
Albers, Josef. “Oral history interview,” 1968 June 22-July 5, Archives of American Art, 
 Smithsonian Institution. 
 
  
223 
American Craft Council, “‘Objects: USA’ opens,” ACC/Outlook 10, no. 6 (October 
 1969): cover. 
 
Amidon, Catherine. “Changes in Lausanne.” Fiberarts 22, no. 4 (January 1996): 48-51.  
 
Anderson, Marilyn. Guatemalan Textiles Today. New York: Watson-Guptill 
 Publications, 1978. 
 
Anger, Jenny. “Paul Klee, Anni and Josef Albers, and Robert Rauschenberg: Weaving 
 and the Grid at Black Mountain College.” In Klee and America, edited by Josef  
 Helfenstein and Elizabeth Hutton Turner, 238-253. Houston: The Menil 
 Collection; and Ostfildern: Hatje Cantz, 2006.  
 
---. Paul Klee and the Decorative in Modern Art. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
 Press, 2004. 
 
Appadurai, Arjun. “Disjuncture and Difference in the Global Cultural Economy.” Theory, 
 Culture, Society 7 (1990). 
 
Applin, Jo. Eccentric Objects: Rethinking Sculpture in 1960s America. New Haven: Yale 
 University Press, 2012.  
 
Artner, Alan G. “Art Institute Inherits 5 Surrealist Paintings.” Chicago Tribune (October 
 11, 1991): Section 2, pg. 3.  Accessed online: http://articles.chicagotribune.com/ 
 1991-10-11/news/9104010859_1_art-institute-surrealist-paintings-klee-
 paintings.  
 
---. “Landscapes, Sculptures Focus on Contrasts.” Chicago Tribune, March 25, 1985.  
 http://articles.chicagotribune.com/1985-03-
 29/entertainment/8501170906_1_claire-zeisler-nicholas-africano-natural. 
 
Augé, Marc. Non-Places: Introduction to an Anthropology of Supermodernity. London 
 and New York: Verso, 1995. 
 
Augur, Helen. “Serapes of Oaxaca.” Craft Horizons 12, no. 2 (March/April 1952): 35-39. 
Austin, Beth. “Claire Zeisler.” Chicago Tribune, February 1, 1987. Accessed Online: 
 http://articles.chicagotribune.com/1987-02-01/features/8701080642_1_loom-
 technique-claire-zeisler. 
 
Auther, Elissa. “The Decorative, Abstraction, and the Hierarchy of Art and Craft in the 
 Art Criticism of Clement Greenberg.” Oxford Art Journal 17, no. 3 (2004): 339-
 364.  
 
  
224 
---. String, Felt, Thread: The Hierarchy of Art and Craft in American Art. Minneapolis: 
 University of Minnesota Press, 2010.  
 
Baekeland, Frederick. “Psychological Aspects of Art Collecting.” In Interpreting Objects 
 and Collections, edited by Susan M. Pearce, 205-219. London: Routledge, 1994. 
 
Baldock, Maurita. Summary of the Eskimo Pie Corporation Records, 1921-1996. 
 Washington, DC: National Museum of American History Archives Center, 
 Smithsonian Institution, 1998. Accessed online: 
 http://amhistory.si.edu/archives/d8553.htm. 
 
Ballatore, Sandy. “The Art Fabric: Mainstream.” American Craft 41, no. 4 
 (August/September 1981): 34-39. 
 
Barron, Stephanie, Sheri Bernstein, and Ilene Susan Fort. Made in California: Art, Image, 
 and Identity, 1900-2000. Exh. cat. Los Angeles: Los Angeles County Museum of 
 Art, and Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000. 
 
Barthes, Roland. “The Death of the Author.” Image/Music/Text. Translated and edited by 
 S. Heath (1968): 142-8. 
 
Battcock, Gregory. “Claire Zeisler.” Arts Magazine 43, no. 6 (April 1969): 65.  
 
Baudelaire, Charles. “The Painter of Modern Life.” 1859. In The Painter of Modern Life 
 and Other Essays, translated and edited by Jonathan Mayne, 1-35. London: 
 Phaidon Press, 1995. 
 
Baudrillard, Jean. Simulacra and Simulation (1981). Translated by Sheila Glaser. Ann 
 Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1994. 
 
Belk, Russell W. “Collectors and Collecting.” In Interpreting Objects and Collections, 
 edited by Susan M. Pearce, 317-326. London: Routledge, 1994. 
 
--- and Melanie Wallendorf. “Of Mice and Men: Gender Identity in Collecting.” In 
 Interpreting Objects and Collections, edited by Susan M. Pearce, 240-253. 
 London: Routledge, 1994. 
 
Benezra, Neal. Robert Arneson: A Retrospective. exh. cat. Des Moines: Des Moines Art 
 Center, 1985. 
 
Bennett, Jane. The Enchantment of Modern Life: Attachments, Crossings, and Ethics. 
 Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2001. 
 
  
225 
---. “The Force of Things: Steps Toward an Ecology of Matter.” Political Theory 2, no. 3 
 (June 2004): 347-372.  
 
---. Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology of Things. Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 
 2010. 
 
Berlo, Janet Catherine. “Beyond Bricolage: Women and Aesthetic Strategies in Latin 
 American Textiles.” In Textile Traditions of Mesoamerica and the Andes: An 
 Anthology, edited by Margot Blum Schevill, 437-467. New York: Garland Press, 
 1991.  
 
Berman, Avis. “The Katharine Kuh Gallery: An Informal Portrait.” In The Old Guard 
 and the Avant-Garde: Modernism in Chicago, 1910-1940, edited by Sue Ann 
 Prince, 155-170. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, and Washington, DC: 
 The Archives of American Art, Smithsonian Institution, 1990. 
 
Billeter, Erika. “Lausanne Biennial: An Endangered Tradition.” American Craft 39 
 (October/November 1979): 20-25. 
 
---. “Textile Art and the Avant-garde.” In Contemporary Textile Art: The Collection of 
 the Pierre Pauli Association, 52-65. Bern: Bentelli, and Lausanne: Fondation 
 Toms-Pauli, 2000. 
 
Blaszczyk, Regina Lee. The Cover Revolution. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2012. 
 
Blauvelt, Andrew, ed. Hippie Modernism: The Struggle for Utopia. Exh. cat. 
 Minneapolis: Walker Art Center, 2015. 
 
Blumenau, Lili. The Art and Craft of Hand Weaving. New York: Crown Publishers, Inc., 
 1955. 
 
---. Creative Design in Wall Hangings: Weaving Patterns Based on Primitive and 
 Medieval Art. New York: Crown Publishers, Inc. 1967. 
 
Bois, Yve-Alain, and Rosalind Krauss. Formless: A User’s Guide. Cambridge: MIT 
 Press, 1997. 
 
---. “François Morellet/Sol LeWitt: A Case Study Revisited.” October 157 (Summer 
 2016): 161–180. 
 
---. “On the Uses and Abuses of Look-alikes.” October 154 (Fall 2015): 127–49. 
 
  
226 
---. “Pause.” In Robert Rauschenberg: Cardboard and Related Pieces. Edited by Yve-
 Alain Bois, Clare Elliott, and Josef Helfenstein, 17-28. Exh. cat. New Haven and 
 London: Yale University Press, 2007.  
 
Boyer, Ruth. “Band Weaving Among the Yoruba of Nigeria.” Craft Horizons 24, no. 6 
 (November/December 1964): 28-9. 
Brandford, Joanne Segal and Sandra Harner. “Three Living Treasures from California.”  
 Fiberarts 12 (September/October 1985): 70.  
 
Braun, Barbara. “Technique and Meaning: The Example of Andean Textiles.” Artforum 
 (December 1977): 39-43. 
 
Brite, Jane Fassett, and Jean Stamsta. Fiber R/Evolution. Exh. cat. Milwaukee: 
 Milwaukee Art Museum and University Art Museum, The University of 
 Wisconsin-Milwaukee, 1986.  
 
Brooks-Myers, Inez. “Ed Rossbach: A Passion for Exploration.” Oakland, CA: Oakland 
 Museum, 2002.  
 
Brüderlin, Markus, ed. Art & Textiles: Fabric as Material and Concept in  Modern Art 
 from Klimt to the Present, exh. cat. Wolfsburg: Kunstmuseum Wolfsburg; and 
 Ostfildern: Hatje Cantz, 2013. 
 
Buchloh, Benjamin H. D. “The Whole Earth Show: Interview with Jean-Hubert Martin.” 
 Art in America 77 (May 1989): 150-158, 211-213. 
 
Buszek, Maria Elena, ed. Extra/Ordinary: Craft and Contemporary Art. Durham, NC: 
 Duke University Press, 2011. 
 
Caldwell, Rebecca. “Ed Rossbach: One Man's Influence.” Fiberarts 16 (March/April 
 1990): 41­43.  
 
Carter, Malcolm N. “An Artist’s Canny Eye,” Saturday Review (July 1981): 28-33.  
 
Chadwick, Whitney. “Ancient Lines and Modernist Cubes.” In Sheila Hicks: 50 Years, 
 edited by Joan Simon, Susan C. Faxon and Whitney Chadwick. New Haven, CT: 
 Yale University Press; Andover, Mass: Addison Gallery of American Art, 2011. 
 
Chave, Anna. “String, Felt, Thread: The Hierarchy of Art and Craft in American Art,” 
 book review in Signs 36, no. 3 (Spring 2011): 762-764. 
 
Cheasley, Elaine Paterson, and Susan Surette. Sloppy Craft: Postdisciplinarity and the 
 Crafts. London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2015. 
  
227 
 
Chicago Arts Club, “The Private Collection of Mr. and Mrs. Harold M. Florshiem,” 
 (1941).  
 
Chicago, Judy, with Susan Hill. Embroidering Our Heritage: The Dinner Party 
 Needlework. Garden City, NY: Anchor Books, 1980. 
 
Chicago’s Homage to Henry Moore: An Exhibition of Drawings and Sculptures by Henry 
 Moore Exh cat. Chicago: The Renaissance Society, 1967. 
 
Claire Zeisler: Weavings and Artifacts from Her Collection. Exh. cat. Chicago: The 
 Renaissance Society, 1962. 
 
Clark, Robert Judson, and Andrea P. A. Belloli. Design in America: The Cranbrook  
 Vision, 1925-1950. Exh. cat. Detroit: Detroit Institute of Arts; New York: 
 Metropolitan Museum of Art; and New York: Harry N. Abrams, 1983. 
 
Clarke, Alison, ed. Design Anthropology: Object Culture in the 21st Century. New York:  
 Springer, 2011. 
 
Clifford, James. The Predicament of Culture: Twentieth-Century Ethnography, 
 Literature, and Art. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1988. 
 
---. Routes: Travel and Translation in the Late Twentieth Century. Cambridge, MA:  
 Harvard University Press, 1997. 
 
Constantine, Mildred, and Jack Lenor Larsen. The Art Fabric: Mainstream. New York: 
 Van Nostrand Reinhold, 1980.  
 
----. Beyond Craft: The Art Fabric. New York: Van Nostrand Reinhold. 1973. 
 
---. Wall Hangings. Exh. cat. New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1969. 
 
 “A Conversation with Ed Rossbach.” Shuttle Spindle & Dyepot 22 (Summer 1991): 
 10­13.  
 
Cooksey, Susan, Robin Poynor, and Hein Vanhee, eds. Kongo Across the Waters. 
 Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2013. 
 
Coole, Diana, and Samantha Frost, eds. New Materialisms: Ontology, Agency, and 
 Politics. Durham, NC: 2010. 
 
Corwin, Nancy. “Fiber R/Evolution.” American Craft 46, no. 3 (June/July 1986): 54-63. 
 
  
228 
“The Creative Process: Fiber Artists at Work.” Fiberarts 11 (November/December 
 1984): 31­40, 57+.  
 
Derrida, Jacques. “The Parergon.” Translated by Craig Owens. October 9 (Summer 
 1979): 3-41. 
 
---. Writing and Difference. Translated by Alan Bass. London and New York: Routledge, 
 1978. 
 
Descartes, René. The Philosophical Writings of Descartes. 3 volumes. Translated by John 
 Cottingham, Robert Stoothoff, Dugald Murdoch and Anthony Kenny. Cambridge: 
 Cambridge University Press, 1984-1991. 
 
Deitcher, David. “The Handmade Readymade.” In Post-Pop Art, edited by Paul Taylor, 
 139-157. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1989. 
 
de Zegher, Catherine. “Ouvrage: Knot a Not, Notes as Knots.” In The Textile Reader, 
 edited by Jessica Hemmings, 134-156. London: Berg, 2012. 
 
d’Harcourt, Raoul. Textiles of Ancient Peru and Their Techniques. Edited by Grace G. 
 Denny and Carolyn M. Osborne, translated by Sadie Brown. Seattle: University of 
 Washington Press, 1962. 
 
Diamondstein, Barbaralee. Handmade in America: Conversations with Fourteen 
 Craftsmasters. New York: Harry M. Abrams, Inc., 1983. 
 
Dressen, Anne, ed. Decorum: Artists’ Rugs and Tapestries. Exh. cat. Paris: Musée d’Art  
 Moderne de la Ville de Paris and Skira-Flammarion, 2013. 
 
Emery, Irene. The Primary Structures of Fabrics. Washington, DC: The Textile Museum, 
 1966.  
 
Enwezor, Okwui. Documenta 11 Platform 5: The Catalogue. Ostfildern: Hatje Cantz, 
 2002. 
 
Erens, Patricia. Claire Zeisler: Fiber Artist. U-Matic video, 00:35:55. Chicago: School of 
 the Art Institute of Chicago Video Data Bank, 1979.  
 
Falino, Jeannine, ed. Crafting Modernism: Midcentury American Art and Design. Exh. 
 cat. New York: Abrams in association with the Museum of Arts and Design, 
 2012. 
Faxon, Susan C. “Twined Thoughts.” In Sheila Hicks: 50 Years, edited by Joan Simon,  
 Susan C. Faxon and Whitney Chadwick, 43-56. New Haven, CT: Yale University 
 Press; Andover, Mass: Addison Gallery of American Art, 2011. 
  
229 
 
Fedderson, Judda. Soft Sculpture and Beyond: An International Perspective. New York: 
 Gordon and Breach Arts International, 1993. 
 
Feder, Barnaby J. “Theodore Levitt, 81, Who Coined the Term ‘Globalization,’ Is Dead.” 
 The New York Times, July 6, 2006, Accessed online, 
 http://www.nytimes.com/2006/07/06/business/06levitt.html. 
 
Feigen, Richard. Tales from the Art Crypt: The Painters, the Museums, the Curators, the  
 Collectors, the Auctions, the Art. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2000. 
 
Feinberg, Jean, Lenore Goldberg, Julie Gross, Bella Lieberman, and Elizabeth Sacre. 
 “Political Fabrications: Women’s Textiles in 5 Cultures.” In “Women’s 
 Traditional Arts, The Politics of Aesthetics.” Heresies 1, no. 4 (1978): 28-35. 
 
Fineberg, Jonathan. Art Since 1940: Strategies of Being. Third Edition. Upper Saddle 
 River: Pearson, 2011. 
 
Fisher, Jean. Global Visions: Towards a New Internationalism in the Visual Arts. 
 London: Kala Press in association with the Institute of the Visual Arts, 1994. 
 
Flood, Richard, et al. Unmonumental: The Object in the 21st Century. New York: Phaidon 
 and the New Museum, 2007. 
 
Formanek, Ruth. “Why They Collect: Collectors Reveal Their Motivations.” In 
 Interpreting Objects and Collections, edited by Susan M. Pearce, 327-335. 
 London: Routledge, 1994. 
 
Foster, Hal. “The Artist as Ethnographer?” In The Return of the Real: Art and Theory at 
 the End of the Century. Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1996, 302-309. 
 
Fowler, Cynthia. “A Sign of the Times: Sheila Hicks, the Fiber Arts Movement, and the  
 Language of Liberation.” The Journal of Modern Craft 7, no. 1 (March 2014): 33-
 52. 
 
Frank, Rike, and Grant Watson, eds. Textiles: Open Letter. Exh. cat. Vienna: Generali  
 Foundation; Berlin: Sternberg Press, 2015. 
 
Geertz, Clifford. Works and Lives: The Anthropologist as Author. Stanford: Stanford  
 University Press, 1988. 
 
Giammattei, Victor Michael, and Nanci Greer. Art of a Vanished Race: The Mimbres 
 Classic Black-on-White. Woodland, CA: Dillon-Tyler, 1975. 
 
  
230 
Gibson, Ann Eden. Abstract Expressionism: Other Politics. New Haven and London: 
 Yale University Press, 1997. 
 
Giddens, Anthony. The Consequences of Modernity. Stanford: Stanford University Press, 
 1990. 
 
Gittelson, Natalie. “Needles and Pins: The Man is the Message.” Harper’s Bazaar 101, 
 no. 3077 (April 1968): 25, 70. 
 
Glueck, Grace. “Is Chicago Losing Out in the Art War.” The New York Times, August 2, 
 1981. Accessed online: http://www.nytimes.com/1981/08/02/arts/is-chicago-
 losing-out-in-the-art-war.html?pagewanted=all. 
 
Golan, Romy. Muralnomad: The Paradox of Wall Painting, Europe 1927-1957. New 
 Haven: Yale University Press, 2009.  
 
Goldwater, Robert. Primitivism in Modern Art. 1966. Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press, 
 1986. 
 
Gordon, Beverly. “Cloth and Consciousness: Our Deep Connections, On the Social and 
 Spiritual Significance of the Textile.” In Art & Textiles: Fabric as Material and 
 Concept in Modern Art from Klimt to the Present, exh. cat. edited by Markus 
 Brüderlin, 60-67. Wolfsberg: Kunstmuseum Wolfsburg; and Ostfildern: Hatje 
 Cantz, 2013. 
 
Graburn, Nelson H. H. Ethnic and Tourist Arts: Cultural Expressions from the Fourth 
 World. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1976. 
 
Greenberg, Clement. “Modernist Painting.” 1965. In Modern Art and Modernism: A 
 Critical Anthology, edited by Francis Frascina and Charles Harrison, 5-10. New 
 York: Harper and Row, 1982.   
 
Guercio, Gabriele. “Introduction.” In Art After Philosophy and After: Collected Writings, 
 1966-1990, xxi-xlii. Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1991. 
 
Halper, Vicki, and Ed Rossbach. John McQueen: The Language of Containment. 
 Washington, DC: Renwick Gallery of the National Museum of American Art, and 
 Seattle: The University of Washington Press, 1991. 
 
Halstead, Whitney. “Claire Zeisler and the Sculptured Knot.” Craft Horizons 28, no. 5  
 (September/October 1968): 10-15. 
 
Hall, Julie. Tradition and Change: The New American Craftsman. New York: E. P. 
 Dutton, 1977. 
  
231 
 
Hamelink, Cees. Cultural Autonomy in Global Communications. New York: Longman, 
 1983. 
 
Hammond, Harmony. “Feminist Abstract Art: A Political Viewpoint.” Heresies 1, no. 3 
 (1977). 
 
Harris, Neil. Chicago’s Dream, a World’s Treasure: The Art Institute of Chicago, 1893-
 1993. Chicago: The Art Institute of Chicago, 1993. 
 
Hart, Jonathan. “Translating and Resisting Empire: Cultural Appropriation and 
 Postcolonial Studies.” In Borrowed Power: Essays on Cultural Appropriation, 
 edited by Bruce Ziff and Pratima V. Rao, 137-168. New Brunswick: Rutgers 
 University Press, 1997. 
 
Hays, Joanne Burstein. “California's Senior Craftspeople.” Artweek 16 (March 2, 1985): 
 1.  
 
Heard, Jacquelyn. Artist Zeisler’s Presence is Felt at Center Benefit. Chicago Tribune, 
 April 9, 1991. Accessed online: http://articles.chicagotribune.com/1991-04-
 09/news/9102010617_1_claire-zeisler-art-institute-cultural-center. 
 
Heise, Kenan. “Pioneer Fiber Artist Claire Zeisler, 88.” Obituary in the Chicago Tribune, 
 October 1, 1991. Accessed online: http://articles.chicagotribune.com/1991-10-
 01/news/9103140792_1_claire-zeisler-whitney-museum-art-institute. 
 
Hemmings, Jessica, ed. The Textile Reader. London: Berg, 2012. 
 
Herriman, Kat. “Artist Françoise Grossen Is All Tied Up.” W Magazine. June 1, 2015. 
 Accessed online, http://www.wmagazine.com/culture/art-and-
 design/2015/06/artist-francoise-grossen/photos/. 
 
Hickman, Pat, Larsen, Jack Lenor, and Stevens, Rebecca A.T. “Charles Edmund (Ed) 
 Rossbach (1914­2002).” Fiberarts 29, no. 5 (March/April 2003): 24­26.  
 
Hicks, Sheila. “The Artist’s Voice: Sheila Hicks.” Institute of Contemporary Art/Boston, 
 2014. http://icaboston.wistia.com/medias/5mc6ub8tzz. 
 
---. “Catalogue of the Exhibition.” In Sheila Hicks: Weaving as Metaphor, edited by  
 Nina Stritzler-Levine. New Haven and London: Yale University Press; and New 
 York: The Bard Graduate Center for Studies in the Decorative Arts, Design, and 
 Culture, 2006.  
 
  
232 
---. “Oral History Interview with Sheila Hicks.” Archives of American Art. Smithsonian 
 Institution, 2004. http://www.aaa.si.edu/collections/interviews/oral-history-
 interview-sheila-hicks-11947. 
 
Hills, Patricia, ed. Modern Art in the USA: Issues and Controversies of the 20th Century. 
 Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall, 2000. 
 
“H.M. Florsheim Wins Divorce for Desertion,” Chicago Daily Tribune, May 14, 1946. 
 
“H.M. Florsheim, Shoe Firm Head, Secretly Wed,” Chicago Daily Tribune, November 
 28, 1946. 
 
Hoffman, “Virginia. When Will Weaving be an Art Form?” Craft Horizons 30, no. 4 
 (August 1970): 18-23. 
 
Hühne, Matthias C. Airline Visual Identity 1945-1975. Berlin: Callisto, 2015. 
 
---. Pan Am: History, Design & Identity. Berlin: Callisto, 2016. 
 
Hymes, Dell, ed. Reinventing Anthropology. 1969. Ann Arbor: The University of 
 Michigan Press, 1999.   
 
Jacknis, Ira. “A Berkeley Home for Textile Art and Scholarship, 1912-79.” Textile 
 Society of America Symposium Proceedings. Lincoln: University of 
 Nebraska-Lincoln, 2004, 183-192. Accessed online: 
 http://digitalcommons.unl.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1448&context=tsacon. 
 
Jameson, Frederic. “Postmodernism, or the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism.” New Left 
 Review 146 (July/August 1984): 53-92. 
 
Janeiro, Jan. “Before the’60s: The Early History of Bay Area Textiles.” Fiberarts 19  
 (January/February 1993): 32-35. 
 
---. “Ed Rossbach: Influential Presence.” American Craft 50, no. 2 (April/May 1990): 48-
 51. 
 
---. “The Fiber Art of Ed Rossbach and Katherine Westphal.” In Ties That Bind: Fiber 
 Art by Ed Rossbach and Katherine Westphal from the Daphne Farago Collection, 
 exh. cat. edited by Paul Smith. Providence, RI: Rhode Island School of Design, 
 1997. 
 
---. “Prizing the Journey: Ed Rossbach.” American Craft 50, no. 3 (June/July 1990): 40-
 45. 
 
  
233 
Jones, Amelia. “The ‘Sexual Politics’ of The Dinner Party: A Critical Context.” In 
 Reclaiming Female Agency: Feminist Art History After Postmodernism, edited by 
 Norma Broude and Mary D. Garrard, 409-427. Berkeley: University of 
 California Press, 2005. 
 
Jones, Caroline. Eyesight Alone: Clement Greenberg and the Bureaucratization of the 
 Senses. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005. 
 
Jungles in Paris (Director). “The Seven-Day Scarf.” Nowness, Video, 11:33. December 
 10, 2015. https://www.nowness.com/story/the-scarf-jungles-in-
 paris?utm_source=facebook&utm_medium=desktop&utm_campaign=share. 
 
Kaplan, Kathy. “Strong Light.” Chicago Tribune (January 17, 1999).  
 http://articles.chicagotribune.com/1999-01-17/features/9901170266_1_claire-
 zeisler- room-native-american.  
 
Kaplan, Wendy, ed. California Design, 1830-1965: Living in a Modern Way. Los 
 Angeles: Los Angeles County Museum of Art; and Cambridge: MIT Press, 2011. 
 
Kasfir, Sidney Littlefield. “One Tribe, One Style? Paradigms in the Historiography of 
 African Art. History in Africa 11 (1984): 163-193. 
 
Kaufman, Ruth. The New American Tapestry. New York: Reinhold Book Corporation, 
 1968. 
 
Kester, Bernard. “Beyond Craft: The Art Fabric.” Craft Horizons 33, no. 5 (October 
 1973): 18, 63-64.   
 
---. “Old Traditions—New Directions.” American Craft 41, no. 2 (April/May 1981): 2-7. 
 
---. “The Ritual Forms of Claire Zeisler.” Craft Horizons 39, no. 2 (April 1979): 56-59. 
 
Klassen, Rebecca. “Constructions: U.S. Fiber Artists and pre-Columbian Peruvian 
 Textiles.” MA Thesis, Bard Graduate Center, 2011. 
 
Koplos, Janet. “A Conversation with Claire Zeisler,” Fiberarts 10 (July–August 1983): 
 25-28. 
 
---. “The Knot as Brush Stroke: Diane Itter’s Fiber Paintings,” American Craft 40, no. 1 
 (February/March 1980): 20-23. 
 
---, and Bruce Metcalf. Makers: A History of American Studio Craft. Chapel Hill: 
 University of North Carolina Press, 2010.  
 
  
234 
Kosuth, Joseph. “The Artist as Anthropologist.” 1975. In Art After Philosophy and After:  
 Collected Writings, 1966-1990. Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1991, 107-128. 
 
Kozloff, Max. “The Poetics of Softness.” In Renderings: Critical Essays on a Century of 
 Modern Art. New York: Simon and Schuster, 1968. 
 
Kramer, Hilton. “The ‘Primitivism’ Conundrum.” The New Criterion 3, no. 4 (December 
 1984): 1-7, 17. 
 
Krantz, Claire Wolf. “Interview with Claire Zeisler: Confessions of a fiber 
 revolutionary,” New Art Examiner. April 1985: 40-43. 
 
Krantz, Leslie J., ed. The Chicago Art Review. Chicago: The Krantz Co., Inc., 1977. 
 
Kubler, George. The Shape of Time: Remarks on the History of Things. New Haven and 
 London: Yale University Press, 1962. 
 
Kuenzi, André. La Nouvelle Tapisserie. Geneva: Les Éditions de Bonvent, 1973. 
 
Lamb, Venice. West African Weaving. London: Gerald Duckworth & Co. Ltd., 1975. 
 
Landis, Dylan. “High Fiber: New Threads in Chicago’s Weaving Arts Form a Backdrop 
 of Startling Visions.” Chicago Tribune, October 16, 1988. Accessed online:
 http://articles.chicagotribune.com/1988-10-16/news/8802080410_1_high-fiber-
 fiber-art-claire-zeisler. 
 
Lange-Berndt, Petra, ed. Materiality. Documents of Contemporary Art. Cambridge: MIT 
 Press, 2015. 
 
Lanyon, Ellen. “Claire Zeisler: A Cultivated Combination of Collector and Craftsman.” 
 Art Scene 1, no. 12 (September 1968): 12-14. 
 
Larsen, Jack Lenor. “Ancient Peruvian Fabrics: The Contemporary Implications.” 
 Unpublished manuscript, 1979. Jack Lenor Larsen Papers, Archives of American 
 Art, Smithsonian Institution. 
 
---. “Ed Rossbach 1914­2002.” American Craft 63, no. 1 (February/March 2003): 58­59.  
 
---. “Farewell to An Artist: Claire Zeisler Wove a Powerful Presence.” Chicago Tribune, 
 January 19, 1992. Accessed online: http://articles.chicagotribune.com/1992-01-
 19/news/9201060189_1_claire-zeisler-cords-american-craft-museum. 
 
  
235 
---. “Introduction.” In Ed Rossbach: 40 Years of Exploration and Innovation in Fiber Art, 
 edited by Ann Pollard Rowe and Rebecca A.T. Stevens, exh. cat. Asheville: Lark 
 Books, and Washington, DC: The Textile Museum, 1990. 
 
Lauria, Jo, and Suzanne Baizerman. California Design: The Legacy of West Coast Craft 
 and Style. San Francisco: Chronicle Books, 2005. 
 
Lee, Pamela. Chronophobia: On Time in the Art of the 1960s. Cambridge, MA: MIT  
 Press, 2004. 
 
---. “‘Ultramoderne’; Or, How George Kubler Stole the Time in Sixties Art.” Grey Room  
 2 (Winter 2001): 46-77. 
 
Lefebvre, Henri. “Space: Social Product and Use-Value.” 1979. In State, Space, World: 
 Selected Essays, edited by Neil Brenner and Stuart Elden. Translated by Gerald 
 Moore, Neil Brenner and Stuart Elden. Minneapolis, MN: University of 
 Minnesota Press, 2009. 
 
Leighten, Patricia. Re-Ordering the Universe: Picasso and Anarchism, 1897-1914. 
 Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1989. 
 
Leja, Michael. Reframing Abstract Expressionism: Subjectivity and Painting in the 
 1940s. New Haven: Yale University Press, 1993. 
 
Lerner, Adam, and Elissa Auther. West of Center: Art and the Counterculture Experiment 
 in America, 1965-1977. Exh. cat. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 
 2011. 
 
Levinson, Marc. The Box: How the Shipping Container Made the World Smaller and the 
 World Economy Bigger. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2006.  
 
Lévi-Strauss, Claude. The Elementary Structures of Kinship. Translated by James Harle 
 Bell, John Richard von Sturmer, and Rodney Needham, editor. Boston: Beacon 
 Press, 1969. 
 
---. The Raw and the Cooked: Introduction to a Science of Mythology: I. Translated by 
 John and Doreen Weightman. New York: Harper and Row, 1969. 
 
---. Tristes Tropiques. 1955. Translated by John Russell. New York: Criterion Books, 
 1966. 
 
Lévi-Strauss, Monique. “Book Review: Les Arts traditionnels du Rajasthan.” L’Homme, 
 28e Année, no. 106/107, Le Mythe et ses Métamorphoses (April – September 
 1988): 359. 
  
236 
 
---. “Book Review: Blanket Weaving in the Southwest.” L’Homme no. 173 (2005): 221-
 223. 
 
---. “Book Review: Golden Sprays and Scarlet Flowers. Traditional Indian Textiles from 
 the Museum of Ethnography Basel.” L’Homme, 28e Année, no. 108, Les 
 Animaux: Domestication et Représentations (October - December 1988): 191. 
 
---. “Book Review: History of Knitting before Mass Production.” L’Homme 37e Année, 
 no. 144 (October-December 1997): 229-230.  
 
---. “Book Review: Mémoire Textile et Industrie du Souvenir dans les Andes: Identités à 
 l’Épreuve du Tourisme au Prou, en Bolivie et en Équateur. L’Homme, no. 148, 
 Lignage, Marriage, Héritage (October-December 1998): 292. 
 
---. “Book Review: Motifs of Life in Toba Batak Texts and Textiles.” L’Homme 163e 
 Année, no. 99 (July-September 1986): 192. 
 
---. “Book Review: Navajo Weaving in the Late Twentieth Century: Kin, Community and 
 Collectors.” L’Homme, no. 179 (July – September 2006): 266-267. 
 
---.  “Book Review: Soieries Médiévales.” L’Homme, no. 158/159, Jazz et Anthropologie 
 (April – September 2001): 431-432. 
 
---. “Book Review: Systematik der Textilen Techniken.” L’Homme 33, no. 125 (January-
 February 1993): 206. 
 
---. “Book Review: Le Tapis Persan ou le Jardin de l’Éternel Printemps.” L’Homme 33e 
 Année, no. 125 (January-March 1993): 205-206. 
 
---. “Book Review: Textil, Technik, Design, Funktion. Eine systematische Auswahl.” 
 L’Homme no. 158/159, Jazz et Anthropologie (April – September 2001): 432-433. 
 
---. “Book Review: Textile of Southeast Asia: Tradition, Trade and Transformation.” 
 L’Homme, 33e Année, no. 125 (January-March 1993): 207. 
 
---. “Book Review: Weaving Generations Together: Evolving Creativity in the Maya of 
 Chiapas.” L’Homme, no. 180 (October – December 2006): 231-233. 
 
---. “Book Review: Weaving Patterns of Life.” L’Homme 35, no. 135 (1995): 152-153. 
 
---. “Book Review: Women of the Forest.” L’Homme 16, no. 1 (January - March 1976): 
 166-167. 
 
  
237 
---. Cachemires: L'Art et l'Histoire des Châles en France au XIXème Siècle. Paris: Adam 
 Biro, 1997. 
 
---. Sheila Hicks. New York: Van Nostrand Rienhold Company, 1974. 
 
Levitt, Theodore. “The Globalization of Markets.” Harvard Business Review 61, no. 3 
 (May/June 1983): 92-102. 
 
Lonier, Terri. “An Artist’s Collection: Claire Zeisler.” Fiberarts 12, no. 6 
 (November/December 1985): 29. 
 
Low, Setha M. and Sally Engle Merry. “Engaged Anthropology: Diversity and 
 Dilemmas.” Current Anthropology 51, supplement 2 (October 2010): S203-S226. 
 
Lucie-Smith, Edward. Art in the Seventies. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1980. 
 
Lutyens, Dominic, and Kirsty Hislop. 70s Style and Design. New York: Thames and 
 Hudson, 2009. 
 
Lyon, Christopher. “A Woman of Fiber,” Chicago (November 1985): 158-163. 
 
Maclay, Kathleen. “UC Berkeley textile expert Ed Rossbach dies at 88.” Press Release. 
 Berkeley: University of California, Berkeley, Media Relations, October 16, 2002. 
 
Maharaj, Sarat. “Arachne’s Genre: Towards Inter-Cultural Studies in Textiles.” In The 
 Textile  Reader, edited by Jessica Hemmings, 247-266. London: Berg, 2012. 
 
---. “‘Perfidious Fidelity’ the Untranslatability of the Other.” In Global Visions: Towards 
 a New Internationalism in the Visual Arts, edited by Jean Fisher, 28–35. 
 London: Kala Press, 1994. 
 
Mandel, Ernest. Late Capitalism. 1972. Translated 1975. London and New York: Verso, 
 1999. 
 
Marein, Shirley. Creating Rugs and Wall Hangings: A Complete Guide. New York: 
 Viking Press, 1975. 
 
---. Off the Loom: Creating with Fibre. New York: Viking Press, 1973. 
 
Marandel, J. Patrice. “An Interview with Claire Zeisler.” Arts Magazine 54, no. 1 
 (September 1979): 150-2. 
 
Martin, Jean-Hubert. Magiciens de la Terre. Exh. cat. Paris: Éditions du Centre 
 Pompidou, 1989. 
  
238 
 
Mattera, Joanne. Navajo Techniques for Today’s Weaver. New York: Watson Guptill  
 Publications, 1975. 
 
Maurer, Evan M. The Native American Heritage: A Survey of North American Indian Art. 
 Exh. cat. Chicago: The Art Institute of Chicago, 1977. 
 
Mattelart, Armand. Transnationals and Third World: The Struggle for Culture. South 
 Hadley, MA: Bergin and Garvey, 1983. 
 
Maxon, John. The Art Institute of Chicago. 1970. London and New York: Thames and 
 Hudson, 1987. 
 
McEvilley, Thomas. Art and Otherness: Crisis in Cultural Identity. Kingston, NY: 
 McPherson, 1992. 
 
---. “Doctor, Lawyer, Indian Chief: ‘Primitivism’ in Twentieth-Century Art at the 
 Museum of Modern Art in 1984.” Artforum (November 1984): 54-61. 
 
McFadden, David Revere. Radical Lace and Subversive Knitting. Exh. cat. New York: 
 Museum of Arts and Design; and Woodbridge, Suffolk, England: and Antique 
 Collector’s Club/ACC Editions, 2008. 
 
McLuhan, Marshall. “Fashion is Language: McLuhan’s Bazaar.” Harper’s Bazaar 101, 
 no. 3077 (April 1968): 150-166. 
 
McLuhan, Marshall. The Mechanical Bride: Folklore of Industrial Man. New York: 
 Vanguard Press, 1951. 
 
McTwigan, Michael. “Claire Zeisler.” In Claire Zeisler, Ruth Duckworth. Philadelphia: 
 Moore College of Art, 1979.  
 
Meilach, Dona Z. Contemporary Batik and Tie-Dye: Methods, Inspiration, Dyes. New 
 York: Crown Publishers, 1973. 
 
---. Creating Art from Fibers and Fabrics. Washington, DC: Regnery Publishing, 1972. 
 
---. Macramé Accessories. New York: Crown Publishers, 1988. 
 
---. Macramé: Creative Design in Knotting. New York: Crown Publishers, 1971. 
 
---. Macramé Gnomes and Puppets: Creative Patterns and Ideas. New York: Crown 
 Publishers, 1980.  
 
  
239 
---. Making Contemporary Rugs and Wall Hangings. New York: Abelard-Schuman, 
 1970.  
 
---. A Modern Approach to Basketry with Fibers and Grasses, Using Coiling, Twining, 
 Weaving, Macramé, Crocheting. New York: Crown Publishers, 1974. 
 
---. Soft Sculpture and Other Soft Forms with Stuffed Fabrics, Fibers, and Plastics. New 
 York: Crown Publishers, 1974.  
 
--- and Lee Erlin Snow. Weaving Off-Loom. Washington, DC: Regnery Publishing, 1973. 
 
Meskimmon, Marsha. Contemporary Art and the Cosmopolitan Imagination. London: 
 Routledge, 2010. 
 
Micaud, Ellen. “The Craft Tradition in North Africa.” African Arts 3, no. 2 (Winter 
 1970): 89–91. 
 
Minturn, Kent. “Dubuffet, Lévi-Strauss, and the Idea of Art Brut.” RES: Anthropology 
 and Aesthetics, no. 46, Polemical Objects (Autumn, 2004): .247-258. 
 
Mitchell, Victoria. “Textiles, Text and Techne.” 1997. In The Textile Reader, edited  
 by Jessica Hemmings, 5-13. London and New York: Berg, 2012. 
 
Molesworth, Helen, ed. Leap Before You Look: Black Mountain College, 1933-1957. 
 Exh. cat. Boston: Institute of Contemporary Art/Boston, and New Haven and 
 London: Yale University Press, 2015. 
 
Munro, Eleanor. Originals: American Women Artists. 1979. Rev. ed. New York: Da 
 Capo Press, 2000. 
 
Moore, Henry. “About Sculpture…” In Chicago’s Homage to Henry Moore: An 
 Exhibition of Drawings and Sculptures by Henry Moore. Chicago: Renaissance 
 Society at the University of Chicago, 1967.  
 
Mysliwiec, Danielle. “Sheila Hicks with Danielle Mysliwiec.” Brooklyn Rail: Critical  
 Perspectives on Arts, Politics, and Culture (April 2014). Accessed online April 
 14, 2014. 
 
Nass, Ulla. Weaves of the Incas. 1980. Flourtown, PA: Sylvan and Ulla Nass, 1980. 
 
Nordness, Lee. Objects U.S.A.: Works by Artist-Craftsmen in Ceramic, Enamel, Glass, 
 Plastic, Mosaic, Wood, and Fiber. Exh. cat. Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian 
 Institution, Renwick Gallery, 1970.  
 
  
240 
Panzer, Mary. “The American Love Affair with Mexico, 1920—1970.” Archives of 
 American Art Journal 49, No. 3/4 (Fall 2010): 14-25. 
 
Park, Betty. “Future of Fiber Art,” American Craft 40, no. 6 (December 1980/January 
 1981): 78.  
 
Parker, Roszika. The Subversive Stitch: Embroidery and the Making of the Feminine. 
 1989. London: I.B. Tauris, 2010. 
 
Parrish, Sarah. “Artist Texts.” In Fiber: Sculpture 1960-Present, exh. cat., edited by 
 Jenelle Porter, 180-247. London: Prestel; and Boston: The Institute of 
 Contemporary Art/Boston, 2014.  
 
---. “Sheila Hicks’s Transnational Air/Craft.” The Journal of Design and Culture 20,  
 no. 10 (March 2016): 79-99. 
 
Pearce, Susan M., ed. “Introduction.” In Interpreting Objects and Collections, edited by 
 Susan M. Pearce, 1-8. London: Routledge, 1994. 
 
Perreault, John. “Fiber Art: Gathering the Strands.” In Fiber R/Evolution, ed. 7-8. exh. 
 cat. Milwaukee: Milwaukee Art Museum, 1986. 
 
---. “Issues in Pattern Painting,” Artforum (November 1977): 32-36. 
 
Porter, Jenelle. “About 10 Years: From the New Tapestry to Fiber Art.” In Fiber: 
 Sculpture 1960-Present, edited by Jenelle Porter, 166-179. New York and 
 London: Prestel/DelMonico, 2014.  
 
---, ed. Fiber: Sculpture 1960-Present. Exh. cat. London: Prestel; and Boston: The 
 Institute of Contemporary Art/Boston, 2014.  
 
Potts, Alex. Experiments in Modern Realism: World-Making, Politics and the Everyday 
 in Postwar European and American Art. New Haven: Yale University Press, 
 2013. 
 
---. The Sculptural Imagination: Figurative, Modernist, Minimalist. New Haven and 
 London: Yale University Press, 2000.  
 
---. “Tactility: The Interrogation of Medium in Art of the 1960s.” Art History 27, no. 2 
 (April 2004): 282-304). 
 
Prince, Sue Ann, ed. The Old Guard and the Avant-Garde: Modernism in Chicago, 1910-
 1940. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, and Washington, DC: The 
 Archives of American Art, Smithsonian Institution, 1990. 
  
241 
 
Pye, Gillian, with Simone Schroth, eds. Trash Culture: Objects and Obsolescence in 
 Cultural Perspective. Oxford: Peter Lang, 2010. 
 
“Racism Is the Issue.” Heresies 4, no. 13 (1982). 
 
Rankin, Scott. A Tribute to Claire Zeisler. 00:14:00, Video. Chicago: School of the Art 
 Institute of Chicago Video Data Bank, 1991. 
 
Rauschenberg, Robert, and Donald Saff. “A Conversation about Art and ROCI.” In ROCI 
 USA. Exh. cat. Washington, DC: National Gallery of Art, 1991. 
 
Reckitt, Helena, ed. Art and Feminism. London: Phaidon Press, 2001.  
 
Reilly, Maura. “Introduction: Toward Transnational Feminisms.” In Global Feminisms: 
 New Directions in Contemporary Art, edited by Maura Reilly and Linda Nochlin. 
 Exh. cat. New York: Merrell and the Brooklyn Museum, 2007.  
 
Reif, Rita. “Sheila Hicks Weaves Secret to Success.” Ocala Star-Banner 30, Friday, June 
 7, 1974, 9A. 
 
Reiter, Rayna R.  Toward an Anthropology of Women. New York: Monthly Review 
 Press, 1975.  
 
Reynolds-Kaye, Jennifer, with Michael D. Coe. Small-Great Objects: Anni and Josef  
 Albers in the Americas. New Haven: Yale University Press, 2017. 
 
Richerson, Suzanne. “Claire Zeisler.” Fiberarts (1979): 69-70. 
 
Roca, José, and Alejandro Martín, eds. Waterweavers: A Chronicle of Rivers. New York: 
 the Bard Graduate Center, 2014. 
 
Root, Deborah. “‘White Indians’: Appropriation and the Politics of Display.” In 
 Borrowed Power: Essays on Cultural Appropriation, edited by Bruce Ziff and 
 Pratima V. Rao, 225-236. New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1997. 
 
Rossbach, Ed. The Art of Paisley. New York: Van Nostrand Reinhold Co.: 1980.  
 
---. Baskets as Textile Art. New York: Van Nostrand Reinhold, 1973. 
 
---. “Baskets: More Random Thoughts About Baskets.” In Woven Vessels. Exh. Cat. 
 Ukiah, CA: Grace Hudson Museum, 1995. 
 
---. “The Fiber Game.” Craft Horizons 34, no. 6 (December 1974): 49.  
  
242 
 
---. “Fiber in the Forties.” American Craft 42, no. 5 (October/November 1982): 15-19. 
 
---. “The Glitter and Glamour of Dorothy Liebes.” American Craft 42, no. 6 (December 
 1982/January 1983): 8-12. 
 
---. “The Hand-Blocked Textiles of Persia.” Craft Horizons 33, no. 1 (February 1973). 
 
---. “In the Bauhaus Mode: Anni Albers.” American Craft 43, no. 6 (December 1983/
 January 1984): 7-11. 
 
---. Making Marionettes. New York: Harcourt Brace, 1938.  
 
---. “Marianne Strengell” American Craft 44, no. 2 (April/May 1984): 8-11.  
 
---. “Mary Atwater and the Revival of American Traditional Weaving.” American Craft 
 43, no. 2 (April/May 1983): 22-26. 
 
---. The Nature of Basketry. West Chester, PA.: Schiffer Pub., 1986.  
 
---. The New Basketry. New York: Van Nostrand Reinhold Co.: 1976.  
 
---. “Objects: USA Revisited.” Craft Horizons 32, no. 4 (August 1972): 38-39. 
 
---. and Katherine Westphal. “Ed Rossbach Says:” Craft Horizons 36, no. 3 (June 1976), 
 23-25, 80. 
 
Rowe, Ann Pollard, and Rebecca A.T. Stevens, eds. Ed Rossbach: 40 Years of 
 Exploration and Innovation in Fiber Art. Exh. cat. Asheville, NC: Lark Books; 
 and Washington, DC: The Textile Museum, 1990. 
 
---, Elizabeth P. Benson, and Anne-Louise Schaffer, eds. The Junius B. Bird Pre-
 Columbian Textile Conference. Washington, DC: The Textile Museum, 1973. 
 
---. Warp-Patterned Weaves of the Andes. Exh. cat. Washington, DC: The Textile 
 Museum, 1977.  
 
Rubin, Marilyn McDevitt. “Fiber Artist Claire Zeisler was as Intriguing as her Art.” The  
 Pittsburgh Press. February 16, 1992, H1. Accessed online: 
 https://www.newspapers.com/newspage/143638378/. 
 
Rubin, William. “Primitivism” in 20th Century Art: Affinity of the Tribal and Modern. 
 Exh. cat. New York: Museum of Modern Art and New York Graphic Society 
 Books, 1984.  
  
243 
 
Rushing, W. Jackson. Native American Art and the New York Avant-Garde: A History of  
 Cultural Primitivism. Austin: University of Texas Press, 1994.   
 
---. “Ritual and Myth: Native American Culture and Abstract Expressionism.” In The 
 Spiritual in Art: Abstract Painting 1890-1985, edited by Maurice Tuchman, 273-
 295. New York: Abbeville Press, 1986. 
 
Saval, Nikil. Cubed: A Secret History of the Workplace. New York: Doubleday, 2014. 
 
Scanlan, John. On Garbage. London: Reaktion Books, 2009.  
 
Schapiro, Miriam, and Melissa Meyer. “Waste Not Want Not: An Inquiry into what 
 Women Saved and Assembled--FEMMAGE.” Heresies I, no. 4 (Winter 1977-78): 
 66-69. 
 
Schevill, Margot Blum, ed. Textile Traditions of Mesoamerica and the Andes: An 
 Anthology. New York: Garland Press, 1991.  
 
Schiller, Herbert. Communication and Cultural Domination. White Plains, NY: 
 International Arts and Sciences, 1976. 
 
Schlubach, Itaka. Unpublished thesis or manuscript on Claire Zeisler, 1981. 
 
Schorsch, Anita, ed. The Art of the Weaver. New York: The Main Street Press, 1978. 
 
Schulze, Franz. Fantastic Images: Chicago Art Since 1945. Chicago: Follett Publishing  
 Company, 1972. 
 
Shaw, Sophia, ed. The Arts Club of Chicago: The Collection 1916-1996. Chicago: The 
 Arts Club of Chicago, 1997. 
 
Shorr, Mimi. “Something New: The Hairy, Woolly, Slinky, Knotty Forms of Fiber 
 Sculpture.” The Saturday Review (May 20, 1972): 57-61. 
 
Simon, Joan, Susan Faxon, and Whitney Chadwick. Sheila Hicks: 50 Years. Exh. cat. 
 New Haven: Yale University Press, 2010.  
 
---. “Unbiased Weaves.” In Sheila Hicks: 50 Years, edited by Joan Simon, Susan C. 
 Faxon and Whitney Chadwick. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press; Andover, 
 Mass: Addison Gallery of American Art, 2011. 
 
  
244 
Simpson, Mary Caroline. “American Artists Paint the City: Katherine Kuh, the 1956 
 Venice Biennale, and New York’s Place in the Cold War Art World.” American 
 Studies 48, no. 4 (Winter 2007): 31-57. 
 
---. “Withstanding Entanglement: Claire Zeisler and 1960s Fiber Art Reconsidered.” In 
 American Women Artists, 1935-1970: Gender, Culture, and Politics. Edited by 
 Helen Langa and Paula Wisotzki, 165-180. Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2016.  
 
Slade, Giles. Made to Break: Technology and Obsolescence in America. Cambridge, 
 MA: Harvard University Press, 2006.  
 
Slivka, Rose, ed. The Crafts of the Modern World. New York: Horizon Press, 1968. 
 
---. “Hard String.” Craft Horizons 32, no. 2 (April 1972): 16-21. 
 
---. “The Persistent Object.” In The Crafts of the Modern World, edited by Rose Slivka, 
 12-20. New York: Horizon Press, 1968. 
 
Smith, Paul J., Jan Janeiro, and Susan Anderson Hay. Ties that Bind: Fiber Art by Ed 
 Rossbach and Katherine Westphal from the Daphne Farago Collection. 
 Providence, RI: Museum of Art, Rhode Island School of Design, 1997.  
 
---. Woven Forms. Exh. cat. New York: American Craft Museum, 1963. 
 
Smith, Roberta. “Claire Zeisler, Artist, Collector, Innovator, 88.” New York Times, 
 October 1, 1991. Accessed online, http://www.nytimes.com/1991/10/01/arts/ 
 claire-zeisler-an-artist-collector-and-fiber-art-innovator-88.html. 
 
Smith, T’ai. “Tapestries in Space: An Alternative History of Site-Specificity,” in Fiber:  
 Sculpture 1960–Present, 152–165. New York: Prestel, 2014. 
 
Someroski, Mel. “The Hemp Weavers of Dumbara.” Craft Horizons 33, no. 3 (June 
 1973): 34-37.  
Sontag, Susan. “The Anthropologist as Hero.” In Against Interpretation and Other 
 Essays. New York: Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 1966. 
 
Sorkin, Jenni. “Book Review: String, Felt, Thread: The Hierarchy of Art and Craft in 
 American Art, Elissa Auther” The Journal of Modern Craft 3, no. 3 (November 
 2010): 381-384. 
 
---. Live Form: Women, Ceramics, and Community. Chicago: University of Chicago 
 Press, 2016. 
 
  
245 
---. “Weaving.” In Leap Before You Look: Black Mountain College, 1933-1957, edited by 
 Helen Molesworth, 166-169. Boston: Institute of Contemporary Art/Boston, and 
 New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2015. 
 
Spivak, Gayatri Chakravorty. “Can the Subaltern Speak?” In Marxism and the 
 Interpretation of Culture, edited by Cary Nelson and Larry Grossberg, 271-313. 
 Basingstoke: Macmillan Education, 1988. 
 
Steinberg, Leo. “The Flatbed Picture Plane,” in Other Criteria: Confrontations with 
 Twentieth-Century Art, 61-98. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1972. 
 
Steiner, Christopher Burghard. African Art in Transit. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
 Press, 1994. 
 
Stevens, Rebecca A. T. Old Traditions/New Directions. Exh. cat. Washington, DC: The 
 Textile Museum, 1981. 
 
Stewart, Susan. “Objects of Desire.” In Interpreting Objects and Collections, edited by. 
 Susan M. Pearce, 254-257. London: Routledge, 1994. 
 
Staniland, Martin. Government Birds: Air Transport and the State in Western Europe.  
 Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield Publishers Inc., 2003. 
 
Stritzler-Levine, Nina. “A Design Identity.” In Sheila Hicks: Weaving as Metaphor, 
 edited by Nina Stritzler-Levine. New Haven and London: Yale University Press; 
 and New York: The Bard Graduate Center for Studies in the Decorative Arts, 
 Design, and Culture, 2006. 
 
---, ed. Sheila Hicks: Weaving as Metaphor. Exh. cat. New Haven: Yale University Press; 
 and New York: The Bard Graduate Center for Studies in the Decorative Arts, 
 Design, and Culture, 2006. 
 
Subrahmanyam, Sanjay. “Connected Histories: Notes towards a Reconfiguration of Early  
 Modern Eurasia.” Modern Asian Studies 31, no. 3 (July1997): 735–762. 
 
Summers, David. Real Spaces: World Art History and the Rise of Western Modernism. 
 London: Phaidon, 2003. 
 
Svec Ward, Evelyn, June M. Bonner, and Donna Van Dijk. Fiberworks. Exh. cat. 
 Cleveland: Cleveland Museum of Art, 1977. 
 
Swartz, Anne, ed. Pattern and Decoration: An Ideal Vision in American Art, 1975-1985. 
 Exh. cat. Yonkers: Hudson River Museum, 2007.  
 
  
246 
Taylor, Dianne. “The First Through the Tenth Biennales Internationales de la Tapisserie,  
 Lausanne, Switzerland.” PhD diss. North Texas State University, 1983. 
 
Thompson, Robert Farris. Art from Africa: Long Steps Never Broke a Back. Seattle: 
 Seattle Art Museum, and Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2002. 
 
Thurlow, Crispin, and Giorgia Aiello. “National Pride, Global Capital: A Social Semiotic  
 Analysis of Transnational Visual Branding in the Airline Industry.” Visual 
 Communication 6, no. 3 (2007): 305–344. 
 
Thurman, Christa C. Mayer, ed. Claire Zeisler: A Retrospective. Exh. cat. Chicago: The 
 Art Institute of Chicago, 1979. 
 
Tischleder, Bärbel, and Sarah Wasserman, eds. Cultures of Obsolescence: History, 
 Materiality, and the Digital Age. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015. 
 
Troy, Virginia Gardner. Anni Albers and Ancient American Textiles: From Bauhaus to 
 Black Mountain. Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2002. 
 
Turner, Victor. The Ritual Process: Structure and Anti-Structure. 1969. New Brunswick: 
 Transaction Publishers, 2008.   
 
Ullrich, Polly. Material Difference: Soft Sculpture and Wall Works. Western Springs, IL:   
 of Fiber Art International, and Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2006. 
 
University of California, Berkeley. “Charles ‘Ed’ Rossbach.” The Berkleyan, October 16, 
 2002. 
 
Van Gelder, Lydia. Ikat. New York: Watson-Guptill Publications, 1980. 
 
Wagner, Anne Middleton. Mother Stone: The Vitality of Modern British Sculpture. 
 London: Yale  University Press, 2005. 
 
Wallace, Michele. “Feminism, Race, and the Division of Labor.” In Dark Designs and 
 Visual Culture, 390-400. Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2004. 
 
Waller, Irene. Textile Sculptures. New York: Taplinger, 1977. 
 
Wardwell, Allen, ed. Native Paths: American Indian Art from the Collection of Charles 
 and Valerie Diker. Exh. cat. New York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1998. 
 
Wells, Kay. “Tapestry and Tableau: Revival, Reproduction, and the Marketing of 
 Modernism.” PhD diss., University of Southern California, 2014. 
 
  
247 
Werther, Betty. “Radical Rugs from Rabat.” Design 270 (June 1971): 48–53. 
 
---. “Sheila Hicks at Rabat.” Craft Horizons 31 (June1971): 30–33. 
 
West, Virginia. “Ed Rossbach: Embracing the Fabric of Art,” Fiberarts 
 (January/February 1982): 31-33. 
 
Whiteley, Nigel. “Toward a Throw-Away Culture: Consumerism, ‘Style Obsolescence’ 
 and Cultural Theory in the 1950s and 1960s.” Oxford Art Journal 10, no. 2 
 (1987): 3-27. 
 
Whitley, Lauren. Ed Rossbach: Fiber Art from the Daphne Farago Collection. Exh. cat. 
 Boston: Museum of Fine Arts, 2008.  
 
Wiggers, Namita Gupta. “Curating and Craft: What Happens Now?” Panel Discussion 
 for the Critical Craft Forum at the College Art Association Annual Conference, 
 New York, NY, Friday, February 13, 2015. 
 
Wilson, Jean, with Jan Buren. Weaving You Can Wear. New York: Van Nostrand 
 Reinhold, 1973. 
 
Wilson, Sarah. Sheila Hicks: Pêcher dans la Rivière. Exh. cat. London: Alison Jacques 
 Gallery, 2013. 
 
“Women’s Traditional Arts – The Politics of Aesthetics.” Heresies 1, no. 4 (1978). 
 
WTVP. “Images of An Artist.” Video recording, February 10, 1982. 
 
Yee, Lydia, et al. Division of Labor: “Women’s Work” in Contemporary Art. Exh. cat. 
 New York: Bronx Museum of Art, 1995. 
 
Young, James O. Cultural Appropriation and the Arts. Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2008. 
 
--- and Conrad G. Brunk, eds. The Ethics of Cultural Appropriation. Oxford: Wiley-
 Blackwell, 2009).  
 
--- and Susan Haley. “‘Nothing Comes from Nowhere’: Reflections on Cultural 
 Appropriation  as the Representation of Other Cultures.” In The Ethics of Cultural 
 Appropriation, edited  by James O. Young and Conrad G. Brunk, 268-289. 
 Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2009. 
 
Zañartu, Christobal. Textile Magicians: A Magical Journey with Five Contemporary 
 Japanese Fiber Artists. Video recording. New York: Mystic Fire Video, 1997. 
 
  
248 
---. The Work of Sheila Hicks: 3 Films by Cristo Zañartu. Video recording. Distributed 
 by Rosebud Overseas. Paris: Enyafilms, 1995. 
 
Zeisler, Claire. “Afternoon Call-in.” Interview with Jean Fararca, October 9, 1986. 
 Audio recording. 
 
---. Interview with Kit Schwartz. 1975. Audio recording. 
 
---. Interview with Sheila Hicks. Video recording. Minneapolis: Minneapolis Institute of 
 the Arts, October 13, 1989. 
 
---. “Oral History Interview with Claire Zeisler.” Interview by Dennis Barrie.  
 Washington, DC: Smithsonian Archives of American Art, June 1981. 
 
Ziff, Bruce, and Pratima V. Rao, eds. Borrowed Power: Essays on Cultural 
 Appropriation. New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1997. 
 
 
  
249 
CURRICULUM VITAE 
           
 250 
 251 
 252 
